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INTRODTJCTIQH

This study assks to undsrstand ths hlstoric&l and cantsoporary
Christian visws of Scrlpturs, particularly in rsgard to ths ralation
of thsoriss of Inspiration to ths various asthods of interpretation
which hava besn and ara saploysd by th« Church.

Thoagh ths queation

is n m r directly asksd, ths vhols rsssarch has centsred about ths
taclt qusstlon, shat do es msan eben es say that ths Bibis is ths Word
of God?

Ths thsology of Inspiration is not undsr considsration but

only an analysis of ths varlous expressions regarding it.
ssnse it is a asaantic approach.

In thia

Ths study is dirsetsd tosard ths goal

of uncovering principles of intsrpratation shich ars hiatorically,
philos ophically and ssaantloally soond, shich do justic« to tim uniqusnsss of ths Bibis and shich will dsaonstrat* ths rolevanes of ths Bibis
to ths nssds of todsy.
Tb« study is justifisd, in ths writsr'a opinion, for a nunbar
of rsasons.

(1) Thors ars ssveral visss of inapirstion and conssquent

Variation« of amphasis and procsdurs in intsrprstivs asthods sxtant in
ths Christlux church.

Thia rssults in a failuro to find a cotamon ground

for "convsrsation" on aattsrs that should bs of mutual conesm.

Thia

divsrgsncs of opinion long ago raissd qusstions in ths wrltsr's sind,

2
questions which have assumed demanding proportiona which made a personax
decision Imperativs*

(2) No published works, to tha writer*s knowladge,

axist which attanpt to resolvs tha confusion by me&ns of a sympathatic
undarstanding of tha tarn* and eoncapta which hava baan and are uaed
and around which tha differenees of oplnion ravolv». A very great deal
has baan writtan fron a theological, and Philosophie but always dogaatic
point of view.

It seems to ba tha proper way to attampt unity of spirit,

at least, to uncover and analywe tha variaus pre-suppositions of aach
Position so that an objeetiva judgment can ba nada«

(3) Zf tha Conserva

tion with which tha writar idantifias haraalf doas not re-axaada» ita
Position, constructivaly, ita ene&daa will do so dastructively with too
graat a loaa to theological conservatiam of intellactual prestiga and
spiritual leadership*

(1») It la hopad, morsawtr, that relevant semantic

principles may ba suggaatad which will provida tools fer a further
axploration into theological formilations • At laast it should ba a
"point of departure" toward this worthy goal«

(5) To sunnarise tha

m i n concarn it nay ba sald that ona desire ia pararaount in tha author’s
sind» naoely, to work toaard a unity of spirit and fAith aoong Christians*
Tha study, it is hopad» ia reasonably objective and unbiaaad«
Pure objactivity, however, ia not only lnpossible but undasirable.

Tha

author approachas tha subject matter aa a Christian with all tha personal
and moral coramitznants involvad in a living Christian ffcith and ls awars
of tha daap assumptions that this coBnitmsnt bring» to tha study*

3
Objectivity, then, «111 msan ft freedam from ft priori conclusions,
of » creedal and dcgoatic nature shich would prejudice the study
and result in ft merely circular arguaent shich defends rather than
explorea the queation«
Th* fftct of th« problam is asauaed in vlew of the varlety of
opiniona held by equally qualifled Christian scholars. Inspiration
is not consldered here to bs ft prdblem bot ths relationship b t t M W
theories of Inspiration «ad th« underatanding of the Bible as «r
have it, givsß riss to legitimate Problems in ths field of interpretation. D o

m

ths Bibis nssd to bs interpreted? If not» shy are thsrs

so aany different understandlngs of its doctrines? Zf it does, «hat
ftre ths proper hermeneutical rulss and hos ars thsy determined?
Should ths Bibis bs handlsd as any other litsrary work or ars thsrs
spscial rulss for Interpretation shich apply uniquely to it? Hosr do
ss knos this? Vhat is Interpretation? «hat ars ths prs-suppoeitions
involvsd in ths ftet of Interpretation? Vhat ars se doing shen ss
Interpret? Hov is Interpretation related to rsvelatian? Vho interprsts revelation? Is it an authorised psrson, s certain cburch, a
council or synod, or is It ths individual reader? Zf Interpretation
is to bs aathoritatlvs» in «hat is that authority groundsd and vhat
is ths objectivs sign of ths proper Interpreter? Vhat is authorltative,
ths Word of God or ths Interpretation? Vhat is ths relationship bstsssn
Interpretation sad authority? Vhsrsin doss ths authority of ths Bibis

k

consiat? Does it, and ean it rosido in th« Book aa a book? I«
authority intrinaic or veated so far aa th« Bibi« ia concamed? V«
hall««« that all th«s« ar« proper «jueationa. Thar» ara othars* Uoat
Chriatian acholarahip recognisas th« hunan «laaent in Seripture and
th« faet of progressiv» ravelation and th« Bibi«*« thoroughly "historlcal" involveaent• Ria«« thinga obvioualy nost b« raflactad in
th« rulM of Interpretation. Bo« do«« it do so« and to «hat ertönt?
Ihat do«« hiatorioal «ean, and ho« is it ralatad to Inspiration,
particularly «han irrtarpratation is basod on this eharactariatic as
a modifying eleaent? Th« Bibi« is ostl«d aupamatural, divine, holy,
spiritual. It fass human »1— «nt« in it« production and hiatory* It
has a phyalcal structure. «hat is th« dlstinction b«t— n all thaa«
tenns? Bo« de «ach rvlat« to Interpretation? Thare ar« also, w j y
urgent and praetioal problena. «hat is th« Bibi« for? This is a
crucial queetion, becaus« th« «anmr to it must b« on« of tha major
criteria for Interpretation.

I« it relevant for today? Can it ap«ak

to individual and collactive naada and lf so how «an this b« r«alis«d?
Only a handful of acholare ar« «bl» to raad th« original BibHohl
languagM «Ith «qr dagre« of r«al undsrstanding. Th« r««t of tha
«erld ha«« ths Bibis in sens translation. Sens pagan culturaa have
no verbal äquivalent for suoh «erds and Idsa« ss "God" and «lov»,«
Do thoae «ho must road th« BiKte in iaparfact tranalationa have ths
«oed of God or not? If thay do not, ho« doos God apaak to asm, any

$

man, today?

I f the träne la tio n oan be considered the word o f Ood « to t

is l t th at i s th s \ e h lc le o f th s t word? These "diagnoetic* questions
l i e bshind oweiy in quiry o f th is study«
There a n three kinda o f q aostloas aaked above, p ra c tic a l
^ 1

Mül a— 1^5{. q u ssü o n s.

I t i s inpoeaible

to disentangl# these asp ects eampls t o ly but i t i s necsssaiy to d is tin guish them and in so doing b rin g to th s sb la tio n a greater neasure o f
c la r ity than i s ofton the osss«

The ce n tra l question i s we*y sim plej

«hat do th e teca» «e m m asan to « st But as sisqpla aas th is asy appear
an th s surfiM» i t i s a e tu s lly the soaros o f a l l the q usstlcn s which
have been poeed» «ad atany man,

Heining i s aoro imroCLsed than

d ictio n ary d e fin itio n a and p h lld lo g ic l a n a ly sis though i t includes
th ese.

Thors i s a personal element abcut the qussüon as l t l s sta tsd

th a t i s s i t a l l y im portant sin ce i t anlass th s d lffe re a e s betwaen th s
p o s s ib illty and iaposw IM U ty o f "eonvwreation«*

I f «e had aakedt

«hat do th sse terms aean? the diseusslon would hass remalned a b stract
and fa r a a l and «mild not pass beyond th s p oin t th a t ju s t ifle s th is
study«

The per s onal approach opena up ns« «rasa o f thinking «ad asks

fo r a aore thoughtful response than aaigr «am aceostoued to gisa«

Ue»

a s C hristians» ju e tify our w isse o f In sp iratio n and In terp retatio n
« id re la ta d ta n « » on a sonse o f contim xity v ith the oen tral stream
o f C h ristia n consciousness running through a t la s s t tao thousand years
o f h istory«

Vs beliew e « s base a rig h t to our assuraneo«

But «hen

w* a m prossed for an answsr as to what we M i n by th» tonn whieh WS
« • } if ws oaintain contirauity with th« post Christian troditiono m
a m driwsn to ingoir* Lothar our understanding of th« ton» io tha
« a m aa that of tho othar Christian «poche.

Thio ia necasoary to

juatify our right to otaai ia "apostolle auccssaion«*

V« do not tak«

for gmnt«d that tha »»airtng hac not undsrgon« modification through
th« oontnrlaa* W« aok whether or not it ha« changed*
Thio study, then, in erier to eone to a practical answar to
tha probla» of Interpretation must «xplor« too apparently unrelated
fields, hiotory and tha philosophy of moaaing* «hat harn Christians
of all agss bolisvsd about th« Inspiration of tho Bibis and how did
they rolats that b«li«f to interpmtationT Th« answ»r to these questiona will «stablish a historical perspective against which to «valuate
contenporary viewa»

Th« saeond «mphasis is that of moanlng, or an

anelysia of th« «xpmssioa of th» varioua views and a critical cor>*
sideration of them in th« light of the possibilities and liadtations
of languag«.

Intorprotation as a Science of nmaning mast ask about

words and how thsy a m ablo to haar slgnificance fron ons mind to
anothsr« Tho philosopfay of Interpretation ia not a dogaatic dis*
eiplins but is a nsosssaxy ons as a preliminaxy preparation to
hona«n«utic8, and particularly to Biblical exegasis«
Of noceosity, then, this study cannot rosult in a dogaatic
conclusion, though thero haa come great personal assurancs to th«
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w r it e r a s a r a a u lt o f it «
d e b a te *

Sfae e x p e c ts an d w alcom es c r itic is m an d

Z n n o o th e r w ay can f i n i t e m inds a r r iv a a t a n y a e a s u re o f

c e r ta in ty s o f a r a a o u r in te r p r a ta tio n o f G o d *s w o rd is c o n c a m e d *
C r itic is m and r e v is io n is th a w ay to a n e d u c a te d an d u s e fu l Bind*
T h a s tu d y ia o ffa r a d m ach in th a a p ir it o f C h a rl« » G . F in n e y , w h o ,
in la u n e h in g h ia S y s ta a a tie T h e o lo g y in to tro u b la d th e o lo g ic a l s e a a ,

sald,
I d o n o t p re a o rr t w w ± am to b a p u b lia h a d a f t e r I a a
d e a d , to s p a re n y s e lf th a a o r t if ic a t io n o f s a e in g th am
seaaw D y e r it ic is e d , a n d o ra r t u rn ad i f f a ls a ) b u t o n th a
c o n tr a iy I d e s ire to s u b je c t th am to th a f ü lle s t c r i t i 
c is m , th a t ^ a ta w s r ia wrang in th am m ay b a th o ro u g h ly
s if t a d o u t .l

Th» fa llo w in g c h a p te r w i l l fu r th e r a c q u a in t th a rs a d s r w ith th a
n a tu ra o f th a p ro b ls a u n d a r d ia c u a a io n a n d th a n a x t c h a p ta r p ro c e e d to
a x a m ln a th a n a jo r p o in ta o f r is w , h o ld th ro u g h th a c e n tu rie a b y th a
C h r is tia n c h u rc h , ra g a rd in g In s p ir a tio n an d i t a
in te r p r a ta tio n .
a t a f a ir ly

m sthods o f B ib lic a l

T h ia w i l l n o t b a a n « o c h a u s tiv e in q u ir y b u t a n a tta m p t

re p rä s e n ta tiv e a n d a c c u ra ta

am, T h a s ig n ific a n c a o f th a

R e fo rm a tio n p e rlo d re q u ire a a a o ra d a ta ila d a n a ly s is , a a doaa a ls o ,
th a p e c u lia r s h ift in g o f esophaais in th a p o a t-R a fo rn a tio n a p o c h .

A

s e c tio n w i l l b a d a v o te d to th a r o la o f M o d am ism in th a h is to r y o f
in te r p r a ta tio n a s i t c h a lle n g e d th a C a th o lic c h u rc h a n d th a n P ro te s ta n t is a a n d th a n w as c a u g h t on th s h o m a o f a a a lf-c r a a ta d d lla im a a ,

^ C h a rle s G . F in n e y , L a c tu ra a on S y s ta a a tie T h e o lo g y » p a w T o rk t
C la r k a n d A u s tin , 1SU% P«

Th« resultant reversal to a sort of Qrthodcocy which has issued in *
new demand for a Biblical thoology (in contrast to OOLd or New Testa
ment theologiea), will b« traced. All of this prepares us to «acaains
our own views of Inspiration and asks that ws justiiy our sathods of
intarpxwtation in the light of a clear understanding of our position
and in ton» which ars naaningful to us and to othsrs» and in a full
awaren«ss of our historieal heritags on th« satter«
is HKxre than analytic.

Zt is also a germinal approaeh to a construe-

tive «tatament by th« writar*
and axplicit«

But this chapter

This personal aspect is both isplicit

It is lafdleit in the vaxy choice of subject satter

and the cxritoria of judgaant throughout the study«

Zt will bs spelled

out sors fully as a concluaion, in a nanner which sasss to be justified
hiatorically, philoaophically and senantically«

cmpTER n
THE REIATION CF INTERPRETATION TO THE RELEVANCT
CF THE BIBIE TOR TC5&T

CHAPTER n

THE RELATION CF INTERPRETATION TO THE RELEVANCY
CF THE B3BLE FOR TODAY

Modern man is faeed wlth a perploxing arrey of varying Christian
doctrines. To ths srtsnt that «ach doctrine is Christian, it is bassd
on ths authoritativs Christian book, ths Bibis«

Ho Christian group

can bs chargsd with insincerity, dseeit or ignorancs and yst ths atrssly vital diffsrsness stand as barrlera to ths unity of fellowship which
would

ssm

to bs dssirabl« and probably srtrsmsly necessary today« Th«

diffsrsncss of opinion cm doctrinal iaauss, as great as thoy may bs,
ars of 1m s conosm than ths fact of ths barrisrs to a united Christian
voics which ought to bs raissd against ths anti-Chrlstian forcss in
ths worid and stich ought also to bs «insoosly spsaking of Christ, ths
Saviour of men. Vs ars told that ths «erld, in its confusion, is
aaking for that goiding voics and -is ready to listen to it«
Thsre can bs no doubt that ths church today bas to
carry a great responsibility in public lifa. • • « Men
outsids ths Church ars ssarehing for soms authoritativs
guidancs in social M d political mattere. • . • Do ths
churchss posssss ary ansssrs to thsir concrete questiona?
. . . Until ths churchss can speak with sossthing mors
liks a unitsd voics, men will not listen veiy asrioualy
to «hat they aay.-**Alan Richardson and Wolfgang Schweitzer (eds.), Biblioal
Authority for Today. (Philadelphia» Westndnater Press,
p. 9.
Thls book is ths first aajor tangibls rssult of ths dssirs of ths
World Council of Churchss to provids an scumsnieal ansesr to ths
qusation, «hat is ths Isgitimats sourcs of our common tsstimony to
ths world?
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There are raajor dlfferences which maks the possibility of tfaat
united voice dlfficult, if not iapossible. The most serioua dlffersace
of opinion ia in connection with a doctrine of the Church.

That

barrier separates the Sast frorn the West, Romanism from Protestantisa
and the hierarchiaUy centered denosdnations fron the congregationally
directed churches. Eren within congregationalism, the dlfferences af
opinion in regard to the natore of the church, raiees barriers, sufficient to restriet eanmmion felloeship beteeen thesu Another
perplexing difficulty is the natter of orthodoxy.

One can scarcely

call hiaself an orthodox Christian unless he m m » which orthodoxy
he bmbs*

Tundanentalisa, in its widest sense, specifies which of

all the rlees held by the church «re the beste and essential ones.
The Oreek Orthodox Church, the Ranen Catholic conssunion, the Lutheran
and the Refozned bodiee, the Baptist ehurches and the Methodist deno&>
b
ination, the Anglioal and Episcopal Churches and the Congregationalists,
to nas» a feer of the aore widely lauem groups, together with a hoet of
smaller though equally actire and equally self-conacious churches and/or
secta, each represents a fundamsntalism, or an orthodoxy. The dlfference of opinion es to what an essential ney be, is wide indeed.
Zt is nanifeeted particularly in warioas views of soteriology,
which Is to be expected in the face of the broeder ecclesiastical
divisions, but which also break inte aany unexpected factions« Men
axw sared by grace channeled through the church, or by personal

axperienca of the graca of God, without regard for the church. Sal
vation io by an öbjective ritual aet, or by a subjoctivo attltuda
only*

It is of aovaraign graca» foronoic in nature and unrepeat&ble

(imparting an indalibla eharactar on tha soul), or it ia moralistic
ln natura and contingarrt upon tha faithfulnosa of tha ballavar.

It

1s a social raganeration, mairüy, or it ia an individual rebirth
daraanding no social raaponaibility»

In sooa casaa correct baliof

aa avidanead by an intallaetual aceaptanea of rigidly daflnad propoaltlona ara nacesaary to salvation, ln othar caaaa, a rigidly daflnad
eoda of conduct ia tha taat» or a spactacular payohological «xperlenca
may ba tha raquiraaant antailing littla or nothing in tha aay of
intallaetual eanadtaanta« Thara ara« of eouraa, many aodificationa
and dagraaa bat—

n thasa axtraaas«

Of far lass basio doctrinal iaportanea (in tha opinion of tha
aritar), but of mora divisiva consaquaneaa ara auch nattara, among
othara, aa pattarna of draaa and adornment, food restrictions,
Sabbatarianism and dataila of aaehatological taaching. It ia not
auggastad that any of tbaaa things ls unimportant, nor ia it suppoaed
that Chriatians «111 or oan cor ought to aurrondar that faeat of truth
«hieh ia noat pradous and asaningful tothenu Tha moat (or tha laaat),
that oan ba axpactad ia that aach Christian com to appraciata tha
contaxt of hiß brothar1s faith and tha mutual huaan^aas out of which
springe individual undoratandinga of tha Word vhich ia common to all

of Christendam.

Dlfferences of opinion aro not to be deplored, for

out of tho sharing of such differenees hav« come most of tho rlehest
intellectual and spiritual insights in th* worid, but only that is
to bo deplored which lifts a human opinion to tho Status of rwvelation.

It Is * Psychologien! problem, Ramm tolls us.

"So mary

Christians fall to difforsntiato Interpretation fron Inspiration«*
he says« "ons must roaliao that revelatlon is not Interpretation,
and conrersely, intsrprotation is not rorolation« Revelation is tho
conasunieation of dlrino truthj Interpretation is the effort to understand it,**
ünderlying all tho dlfferences of opinion that fragaont tho
Christian vitness is a vaxying attitude tooard tho Bible. That tho
Bible is lnspirod of Qod is almoet an unanlmous opinion.

In ohat

that Inspiration eonslsts is not so unifornly undorstood. It is to
bo expected, thoroforo, that intorpretation proceduros will vary in
accordanco with that which Is considorod to bo a proper r i m of
Inspiration, That tho Biblo Is authoritative for the Church and tho
Christian is scarcoly ovor a matter for debate, particularly among
tho moro Biblidstic groups, but the ground of that authority and
tho exterrt of it occasions honest «ad oamest polemic,

If ons were

%eroard Raum, The Christian View of Selenes and Scripturo
(Grand Rapidst Wm.TT

to characterize the most universal view of Inspiration by the title
given to the Christian Book, the •Word of God* would undoubtedly
describe it» Th» ■Bibi»* or "Scripture* would be a sort of generic
or faraily name, a definitive tarn, but the "Word of God* is specific
and particular and testifies to a faith in its divine origin and
the Obligation of men to it as to God himeelf. Interpretation sustains
a definite relationshlp to theee texras or at least to the concept back
of thera so that whatewer is imrolved in them is reflected in the doctrines which emerge froiu it» This study is an inquiiy into th» meaning
these teras and concepta had and have for Christians.
The fiact of a contemporary difference of opinion about th»
Bibi» is accepted as a given. Ve live in the midat of such tensions.
Ve do not need to pro*» that they exist, nor do we condemn them* But
we desire to know whether these differenees of opinion xegerdlng the
Blble, at least «ithin conservatisa, are local in time and religious
culture or whether they have roots in histozy which may justify them.
The Problem of Interpretation
Interpretation Stands between the inspired ward and its application to personal needs. We .are »wäre that this Statement could be
challenged at least on two counto.

If ona says that the Bibis requires

no Interpretation, the bürden of proof that it does. rests upon us.
This matter shall be eocamined. Should another say that the Blble has
•rä»

no relevance for today fs world we would have to adelt that such a

u*
clalm is perfSctly reaaonable and requiras dsfanse if it is aaintainad.
Thia « U l Iw attanptad latar. But for tha nonent, um «111 aaswna that
Interpretation is naadsd and posalbls and that by msans of lt tha Bibis
becomes a contemporary book spsaking afrash to tha modarn oan in his
dilsmsa«

Thia asauaption is nsda on tha atrangth of tha almost univer-

aal faith of Christians in thia poeaibility. Whonevar «a say that
tha Bibla is authoritative, «s snst also say b** it is aa, and in doing
that m

Interpret lt and adnit its relevancy*
Bst ho« oan Interpretation proride an authoritatira naaaagt?

Tha Catholica ha«a an aanmr* What did tha ehurch do during tha
early yaars bafora thare «as a «rlttaa racord of «qy kindj and «hat
did it do for tha naxt about fiftaan hundrad yaars «hon ihm« « n a
but a fern handsrlttan copiao of tha Bibla or a fav fixad-typs prints,
aach of «hieh would base coet, had thay baan pracarat»La, für rnora than
a man coold poeslbly aarn in an antira lifatima? Tha ansver is alnple*
Tha Charch interpretad the Bibla nessage just ss Christ intended that
it shculd* Ba n e w ashad asm to raad or «rite but hm did ask than
to ballsve tha praaching which ha authoriaed.
Belirring that tha Catholic Church is tha liring voica
of Christ, Catholica accapt lt as tha Siqareme authority for
dataradning «ith infalllbla assuraace «hat is tha Word cf
God* • • • Thay beließe that tha Church alone has baan
qwalifiad by Christ to taach man «hat mast ba bellevad «ad
«hat must ba dona according to God's revelatlon.l

^But Can lt Bs Found in the Bibla? (St* Louis, Bo. * Suprema
Council, ICnigHia ofTTolumtma, aäTTgious Information Bureau, no. 12),
p. 7*

If the Bible is inspired, the Catholic argues, and was produced by the Church under the Holy Spirit1s guidance, Interpretation
is only poasible through tho same medla. In the paraphlet quoted
abave, the anonymous author quotea Adolph Hamack’s concluaion,
with full approvalj
An inspired document is not only uatranslatable without
tho same Divine assistanco that croatod it» but it ls also
uninterpretable• Catholicism is» therefore absolutely
right in its elaim that the power of interpreting Holy
Scripture lies only in the Church» which alone has the
proaise to be led by the Holy Spirit into all truth. In
spiration and a sacred court of Interpretation necessarily
hang together*1
Scripture is kept eonteinporary to ewery age by way of this authoritative and llving voice.

"From the Scripture» he who is assailed

and oppressed by adverslty and misfortune will draw comfort and
superhuoan strength to suffer and to endure with patience."2
"Among the reasons for which the Holy Scripture is so
worthy of coamendation , . . —

the chief of all isthis»

innunexable benefits of which it is the source» • .

the
There ls

no static Interpretation recogniaed by the Catholic Church* Either
the Pope or the General Council as living representatives of Christ
— yes» as Christ himself» keeps «war new and dynamic the message

^Ifrid., p. llt» (quoting Barnack* Bible Reading in the Early
Church, "piT 9)*
2Ibid., p. 1*6» (quoting Pope Pius HI).
3Ibid., p. 1*7» (quoting Pops Pius XIII).
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of Scripture and Tradition« Charlas Finney recogniaed the logic of
this shen he said that if authoritattre Interpretation w r e necaeeary
ha would prefer the roioe of a living Pope than that of a daad
Council (neanlng th« Westsdnster Aseaobly) which had fixed meenlng
in the toob of same past «oca*1
Wolfgang Schweitaer has analyeed the «eueenleal Protestant
sdnd vexy aall in his article, "Blblieal Theology and Ethics Today.
The crltic&l and historical Interpretation of the past Century has
not prcred adequate. It aast advance to a theological Interpretation
of Scripture* Scripture anst be *put at the aervioe of the Christian
proclaaatloa*" While exegotical tbeoiogy recalls us to Scripture,
It doos not lsad inte the past, but shose "in «hat sonse the Blble
3
contains a nessage that Is mild today**
Soeerer, sithout mies, evexyone «111 hear the Qoepel differently* We oust ask, then, "Vhat «re the aethods of Interpretation
that a m best fitted to the «hole of the Blblieal message?"

Zt Is

necessary to knov the «essage as a «hole before individual toxts
can b« intarpreted* Interpretation and mies for Interpretation

^Flnnay, Systeaatic Theology» p* iii.
Secreta
Goneva, Ssitserland*
^Ibid*, p# 131*

e,
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raust rmitually enrlch and corrsct «ach othsr.^
If

sod»

understanding of Scripture is necessary to its Inter

pretation a eins aast tos foond to its neanlng« Tha historicoliterary school could not find» by its anaiytic asthoda ths rols
that Jssua played in ths sraergsnes of ths Christian faith. Ths
rsligion of Jesus aas said to hass tossn ths eliasx of religious
©volution» tont thia forcsd essry subsequent tsaching and easnt into
a rstrogrsssion shich is out of haroony «ith tha dirsetion of sroltktion. Albert Schweitzer rsvolutionizsd liberal thought by shosing
that Jesus and ths eachatological msssags sers inseparable. Thia
sssntoally led to ths fcrm-critlcal rasthod of Bitoliesl rssearch,
shich asksdt What lad ths Hs« Testament authora to ecaposs their
aritinga? Ths «ritten Oospsls dereloped out of praaching (ths
Kerygraa), and ths praaching aross out of ths eonfsssional forraulas.
What ocoasionsd ths toaptlsaal forraulas? SignifioanÜy, all of them
ars Christo-logical. Christ is ths Hering unity of ths documents
and tha faith toshind thsau There is no Separation tostsssn event and
rasaning as lt aas oncs thought thsra might tos» Ths denand* nocr, is
to looats theology» or ths faith of ths coosBunlty in svsnts and in
ths psrson of Jssas» The svsnts aay tos denied, tont ths Bitolioal

^Tbid.» p.331»
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faith in them cannot be. And thus, Christ becoaaes the eins to the
1
Interpretation of the New Testament.
The Old Testament now is coneldersd to contribute the idea
of Corenant, as lts central fact, rather than that it tsachas
monotheiam, in a unique way, or presente a new and superior law.
It is the charter of the New Corenant and is to be interpreted in
that light«

If we read the Old Testament as Jesus read it, the

difference betseen the OOLd and the New "withers away," and we see
the GGLd Testament witnessing to him.

If there ls an öbjection to

this the questdon is aaked "whether a Christian theologian can even
for a mcsaent work as if Christ wert not yet bom?"
more penetrating yetj

The question ls

"What msaning has Jesus for us if he had not

applied the Old Testament to hinseif and so fulfiUed it?* In this
respect the Old Testament cannot be anderstood apart fron the idea
of Beilageechlchte. It was preparetion.

The theblogical unity of

the whole of Scripture lies in this coneept of preparation-fulfillment,

2

centered about the Christ.

Now, what about rules for interpretation? Ve must, first of
all dstendns what connection is in the Bibis between the Word of God
and the word of man.

Freedom of eritical research, once thought to

3Tbid., pp. 131-13U.

2Ibid., pp. 135-137.
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endanger th« authority of th« Bibi«, is no« ««Iccmed almost mrjrshar«, as actually reinfarcing it» Th« d*«per question is regarding
th« fr««dam and authority of Scripture as o r w against human interpr«tatIons«
This sovereignty of th« Word of Qod eannot b« dafended
»her« th« theologian, b«fors hs «rsn opens th« Bibi«, is
alr«ady committed to an obligatory doctrin« of th« Church
about th« truth of th« Word of Qod, whether it b« th«
rvsolutions of Councils, Papel encyclioala or Protestant
confsssional doeumsnts» Th« qu««tion is «h«th«r «v op«n
th« Seriptur«« without expeeting that th« « U l of Qod,
perhapa in a nee and unprecedented «ay, «ill be rrvoalsd
to us in bis «ord» Who is Lord in 1it* Church?1
TI» Cathelle, as «• ha«« 8««n, sinsply identifias Christ and
th« Church, and ao th« authority of th« Church coincid«a with th«
authority of Christ and ths Word»

It is tru« that this providts a

fre«don of adjuatment to changing situations and eulturos but it is
not ths frsadoa «hich pern&ts a genuin« listaning to th« Ooep«l»
Actually, th« lo«8 of distinction beteeen ths Lord and bis Church,
succeods in putting the «ord of man in plac« of th« Word of Qod, and
it is this Substitution «hich Protestantin» rsj«cts
Schxeitser f«els that th« «xtreme fundamantaliata «rr in a
sindlar «ay» Thelr maxist of verbal Inspiration detersdnes rulo« for
«xposition» The hiatorical raethods of Interpretation 1s inconalatent
«ith this rirnm beeaus« the original historioal eircuastanc« and th«
human «riter, according to tha fundamantalist'« theory, is neutral

3-Ibid., p. 139»
Ibid., p» UtO»
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so far «a tha purpos® of God is conc®rn®d«

Q m do®s not analy*« th®

word» of a m to find th® aooeag® of God, As auch a» thay fe«l th®jr
tl» thesaelTWB pur®ly to th® Word of God* in truth it boeoaew th®
word of aaa that boar» th® suthority beoauss th® Interpretation of
a tert, ono® mada in a oortain w®y, i® tenacioualy waintalmd a®
itsalf th» w x y word of God«
As th® fuadaatntalist dodinss to tak® th® Bibi® aa ®
hunaa word swrioualy it ha® littl® or no iaportanc® for
hin that th® Bäbl« proclamation should b® tran»f®rred int®
th® thought of th® praaant day, Acoordingly thare 1® har®
fnndawntally no Interpretation but at mast onlya Systems« d harmoniaing of BUdioal affIrmationa•
Interpretation, to th® liberal* 1® a proclaaation of the human
word« 1ha Bibla ia a record of arolutionary raliglou» demlopamt
culadnatlng in th® adadrabl® Jesu» of hiatory.

Ha i» an ®xaiq>ls for

ua to smulats in principl®, but hi® t— oMng» ara not to ba takan
mrlously as «arta» for tha «thie® of any othar ag®« Liberalism ha®
nothing to contrlbut® to th® prdbl®m of int«rpr«tation boeaus® it
oannot find a m a l plae® for th® relavancy of th® Bibi« for today
in its «rolutionary world-view.
Eristentialist philoeopby offor» a solution in ths taachings
of Rudolph Bultnann, by eliminating th® unacceptabl® ^ythoa in
whleh th® B®w Testament Krygwa is buriad* and stmssing tha genuin»
dscision which givea meaning to th® Croea and th® Rasurmction and

1lbld., p, 11(2«
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* na* undarstanding of tha seif and na« powar for living» Th* quaation ln this via« is whathar tha a^rth which Bultnarm daploraa is not
tho vary haart of tha Sa« Testament Kerygaa.
Tha Christological soluticm of dialactioal thaology is a far
cry fron tha fundaaentalist *s idaa. It is not a dasirs to hold to
a ravalation transmitted in tha paat» but to find a frash ravalation
today.

In th« Bibla God spaaks avar na« to thOM in daapair» Tha

Word of Ood is not tha letter of Sorlpture» bot tho litaral fact of
God’s act of spoaking to us. Tha Bibla» as a book, is a human word.
Literary and historical critleism ls a Xagitimata part of intarpratation. Vhanavar «a haar Ood spaak in tha husan «ord, tha nessaga
is no longar soaathing out of tha past bat an avant in the präsent»
Whan «a haar tha Word aa accapt tha aessage of Jesus Christ» Christ
and Bis nercy 1s the «ord of God» Tha influance of this thaology is
«Idar than tha llnits of tho dialseüoal school.

It has won many

away fron tha thought of folfillnent as tha and of religion, to tha
raalisation that It is obedlenea to God Hinseif.

It has nada tha

modern «arid «war« of the divina and honan aspects of Scripture and
the resultant tension is in contrast to both artraxae fundamentaliss
and libaralism naithar of «hieh ean kncw this tension sine« one
affirns -Uta pur« vord of God and th« othar th« siaqpla «ord of nan.1

1Tbid., p. H»7-2l*9.
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The lack of th« hiatorical amnss of God*s rrrelatlon aa a suecesaion
of events, vitiates a larga nsasurs of true Interpretation in this
systsa*
Seheeitaer balievas that tha general trend in thsology today
is its "atruggl» for th« racognition of th« liborty and eovereignty
of th« Word of God against histaricism#” Thoea aho have b««n
influanced by Kierkegaard should b« th« first to braak the ban on
historioim and dstsrsdns *ths aeaning of tha historioal for ths
fundamentale of thsology** Tha Scriptural understanding of history
has b««n clarified in larga asasure by Gsear Cullnann, in bis book,
Christ and Tis»* but th« full inpllcation of it for Interpretation
has not yst b«en developed.'*'
The nodern theologian knoss that Biblioal «thics apart fron
the Gosp«! of forgivensss, has no ralsvaney for th« pr*a«nt dsy*
Th« «cunenical Study Conferences in London (1&6), in Bossory (19U?)»
and in Wadhas Colleg«, London (IftjQvars unanimoualy agreed "that
2
«vary Biblioal interpratation has te M t out fron Jesus Christ."

It is nss» am doubt, obvioue «hy interpratation is ihm bridge
bstsssn so insplred «erd and th« man of today* Th« Catholica have
throsn tha Church over tha othsrsls* fixsd gulf and in so doing
hold open th« door te tha m m revelation. But at tha aas» tias ths

13 M d .* pp. Ih9-150.
^Ibid., p» 1*>1.

Bible as the Word of God is never hesrd by the common man.

Only the

Church spoaks. Extreme fundamentalism Mod liberall»* each in its a m
way, has isolated the Bible fron serious consideration for today»s
«arid* Both are rationaliatic and approach the Bible with a priori
pre-suppositions, one# that fulfillnant is for a future age* the ethar
that its day is past. Each "interpreta* historically* and both lose
thereby the ability to relate the Bible to todey•

^*te have

fixed Interpretation in past ereeds and dogsa* the llborsls have loet
the power to Interpret beeauae of their evolutionary theories. The
unhistorical Christ of tho dialectical thaology and its beyond history
eschatology leaves doctrine and ethios hanging in addair with no
Biblical support.

Kone of tbeee sajor religioue dlseiplines* then,

has found a way to bridge the gulf between the Word of God and the aeed
of man.

Zf tha Bible is not a human vord, lntrinsically, it is no

zBore authoritative for us than a passage fron Shakespeare or Homer.
Zf It is the supernataral* pure Word of God* it is untranslatable
and must have an authoriaed and inspired Interpreter who is then eone
human voice only* not that of God directly.
The key problem is in a theory of Inspiration which makes
Interpretation poeeible. The rwlevmney of the Bible dependa upon a
theory of Inspiration which pamits and authorlses Interpretation«
The satter of inepiration in this connection will be exealnsd later
iit the study.

Just now* we must note the testiaony of responslble

2h
people to th» sträng» power of th» Bibi» and a a m of th» sugg»ation*
which ha»» baen nad» «» t» hov to con» to grip» witfa it* In »pit»
of th« difficulti»» with which rationell»tic approaches to th» Bibi»
har» fao»d ua, th» msssags «ad vitality of th» word of God coznes
through to all kinds and condition» of swn*

Gn» of th» most »triking

eocpressions ia fooad in th» author *« Pr»fac» to lottors tb Toang
Chareb— *
Th» präsent tranalator who ha» »tadiod th»»» l»tt»rs
for sevwrel y»ar» ia struck by . . . their »urprlsing
vitality* Without holding fundaswntali»t visws of
"Inspiration," h« is eontinually strack by th« living
quality of th» aatarlal on which h» ia working« S a m
will, no doubt, consider lt swroly superstitious rever•ne» for "Holy Wrlt," y»t again and again th» writ«r
feit rather like an oleetrician rewiring an ancient
hoas» without b»ing abl» to “t u m eff th» malns," 8»
f««ls that this fact is worth rocording.l
D»an Farrar, whos» writings hav» b»en utilisod in this study,
though tonding toward th» liberal view, extols Scrlpture in aaje«tie
languag» throughout his works*
A Book lass sacred would hav» b»»n discredited by th»
dangerous vis»» to which it ha» b»en presentedj but no
Aberration» of intorprotora hav» aufforod to woaksn, auch
lass abrogat» th» osaontlal rwvelation which has «xercised
fron ths first, and will, to th» last syllsbl« of roeordsd
tisw continue to «xarciso unique powsr ovor th» hoarts and
consciencos of men.*

B* Phillips, Lsttrs to Young Church»si A translation
of the NSW Testament Epiatlos (lew Yorkt fho riacralllan Co., 195>1),
p* X U *
2Frodrich William Farrar. Bistory of Int«rpr»tation (New
York* E« P. Button and Co., 1886)7

Even more rhetorically but none th« Im « truly, he «ay« again,
Men may «tili continue to acUninderstandand to ai*represent it) to turn it into a grixu
Idol or «
mechanical
fetish* te betrey it with the kisa of feie« devotion, and
to thruat it betmen the soul and the God whora it wa«
deaigned to revealj « • • but • • • and herein conaiata
its divine authority — it «hall alwayal guide the soul«
of the huable to the atreight gate •• *
Howard luiat, after retelling the

«tory of Sir

EdwinLandser’a

painting which was characteriaed by « glowing color in hia painted
fire, but which in tiae lost it« living quality because he had uaed
a "fugitiwe pigment," wakes the application by «ay of contraat
Ruean words fade but the BIbla, although «ad« of the
■tuff of common life, nevertheleas 1« pervaded ly a
epirit ehose flaae is as deathless as the needa of aan.*
Scripture has two aide«, he aays, one, the literary form, to be
approached ae literature, but it has another «ide which men look
forln mooaents of deepest need," when they do not think of it in
literazy catagorie«, but when "he tum« to Scripture for «hat it
can do to lift hia out of hi« «arth-bcund experlence into the pure
light of God *3 This vital principle is not it« eode but it« motiva
it« powar to "require the reapoase of the whole man."^

•^Ibld», p. 303 .
‘Howard Tillaan Cuiat, "Scripture and the Coomon Man,"
Theology Today, Toi. H I (July, 19U6), p. 20$.
%bid., p. 208.
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These, of sany eho cottld be quoted, would be coneldered es
repreaenting the morm "liberal erlag" ef Chrlatianity, but the polnt
ln sind ls precisely ntde i»-eo-far es this may be troe«

Liberal

Christlanity ees lergely e revolt against the sterile Biblicisa of
the nineteenth Century ehich hed robbed the Bible of the spiritual
power ehich It hed exarcised orer the Hess ef een» Böserer, liberalla«, es such, «rat too Ihr in rejecting the objectire integrity of
the «ritten Scripture» and making "eacperience" the n o n of truth,
As e deep reection to feoaseicusness theelogy Karl Barth, eho hed
discorered the Strange ne« «arid cf the Bible, propeesd uncorapromisingly e theelogy ef the Word of Oed ehich put 0od*s rsveletion ef
Weself entirely in Bis oen lnltieHes and took lt out of the
■enlpuletlng hsads of sinful oan* That this eise suffere by rlrtue
of belng (1) ea extreee reection and hence oeer etated, and (2) by
reeting on e eetaphyaiea (or anti — tapfaysica) uncongenlal to the
hlsterie Christian faith does not discount the feet that it has
ssresd to shattar the ecatforteble optialaa of old llberalism and
haa foroed this ege to e ns« and a m eitel appreisal of Scripturo
and the Word cf Ood* Thors ls e ns« denand for e Bibla-csntersd
theology, ehich betreys nsithsr the greaaatical and historleal
awthods of Interpretation, nur the spiritual eitality ehich constitutee Its aathorlty» Alan Eichardson, the Engliah Church canon,
puts it sqmrely bafore usj es de not, be eeye, anymore nerely eent
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to knov about God. wo want to knov Hirn*
To say that tha Bibla cont&lns tha highst idaa about
God which a n oan attain doaa not aatlafy us. wa do not
want idaaa about God, wa want God. • • • Can tha Bibla
giwa us that?1
In a significant editorial ln Intarpratation, tha nattar la
stada waxy claar aa tha aathor prasants tha eontrolling coirwiction
of that Journal — tha raaaon for Ita axlatanca. "Protestant vitality
today samt ba rootad ln a ranawad diacovexy of tha ralatanea of tha
Bibla to tha Intallaetual and spiritual quaat of our tiaa." "Only a
truly blblloal theology can produca an aeuaanloal theology." The
raaaon for tha faith ln a Blblloal theology la that »blblloal eategorlee ara djnoaaic, not atatic.» Tha Bibla haa fraah relevance for
evwry aga. Tha winaaklnB of tha poet-raforaati00 theology cr&cks,
but tha wina of Blblloal truth fite avaxy aga — aven this ona.*
ln tha Fwblicatlon notad abovw eoatalnlng tha raaulta of soaa
of tha prallffilnaiy atudlas praparatoxy to tha "Ewanaton Haating" of
tha World Council of Churchaa, tha snttar of Bibllcal authority for
today »a social and polltical aetivitlas raoaivad attantion. »an
outsids ths Church ars aasking authoritativa guldanea and ara asking

*llan Rlchardson. k PrafSca to Bibla Study
Waats&nstar Prass* lS&ltVp* % •

(Philadalphiaj Tha

^■Tha Bibla and Ecuaanical Theology" (editorial). Interpretation
(Jan. 1950)* p. 1*8.
---- -------
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tha Church for an answer, especially an agraad answar, for, "until tha
Churchas can apaak «Ith Bomething more lika a unitad voice, man «111
not listan «ery Berioualy to «hat they say."1 Tha Church has alsays
baan drawn nsarsr together as it «ent to its Bibis sa
To lock for guldancs in ths Word of Qod Is« it sasns
to ns* especially urgent in a tims lika ours • • • Thus
as hope that our common approach to ths Bibla will not
only bring ns nssrar to aaeh othar, but «111 also enable
us to maks a coaoon vitness to our faith • • •*
411 thasa man« and aary «um» ask for that approach to ths Bibis
«hich « U l not only do it justics as a litarary «ork, but that «ill
also spaak te our eontaqnraiy need, pereonally and collectivaly• Man
lika H. H« Scwley in England« and Floyd Filsen in America, say quita
frankly that tha erolutiooery hypothasis «hich onca sapazatad the Bibla
Aren us es a sarious book, has baan quita abandoned, Sooathing Is in
ths Bibla «hich is "«bergstf* with di-rlns powar«
thsra is a groaing racognition that only s biblical
religiös, founded on and nourishad by tha Bibla, can
auffiee for this or aqr othar day«3
It is of first lmportance that our histocieal sansa
should not ba rltiated by pre-eonceived idaas, that «a
should not approach tha avidence «Ith an evolutionary
or datandnistic thaaty,*

^Biblical Authority for Today« p« 7*
2Ibid.« p. 7.
hl, B« Bowlsy, "The Relavanca of Biblioal Interpretation* Principies for Today," Interpretation, Toi« X, (Jan., 19U7), p« 3«
^Xbid«, p« 9«
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Rcwley says that BUblical Interpretation is nun« than an intellectual
pursuit, Men are asking for conanentaries more profoundly theological.
"We need a more dynaroic view of the Bible." Bat even the theological
Interpretation is not quite eufficient.
For the Bible is more than a theological book. It is
a religious book, and religion is more than theology.
Its study shoold do more than dewelop right viees about
Ood, man and duty, it should nurture right relations to
God«*
Interestingly enough, this same demand is recognised by the
Reforaed theologian, Louis Berkhof. Oe will be asked to speak for
his segment of the Christian church,
Maay writers on Hermeneutica ars of the opinion that
the graaaatical and hiatorioal Interpretation eeet all
the rejrairenente for the proper Interpretation of the
Bible«*
Bat there ls a third elenent naedsd. ls said Kuyper eraphasiaed tha
necessity for reeogniaing tha nystical factor, Bavinck, Klausen and
Länderer, insisted on the theological factar and that he, hiaself,
folloeed Callerier and Sikfcel in addlng a Scriptural Interpretation,
ffhateeer each of thooo men meant by theso torms, it remains truo that
in tho "third eloment* which was needsd, is a recognition of a lack
in tho simple literal Interpretation suggested by the hiatoricogramaatieal msthod.

^Ibid., p. 16.
*Louia Berkhof, Principlea of Biblical Interpretation
Hapidsi Baker Book Houae, ÜL95ÖJ7 P* 133 •

(Grand
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It is this researcher's belief that the »third elejaent" sought
by all these Bible scholars la related to a theory of Inspiration«
Berkhof defends the right use of the oystical Interpretation,
because Scripture itself suggests its propriety, particularly in scme
of the lieeeianic possages« There la a synbolical relationship betweon
different spheres of life, as for instance, narriage being a mystery
pointing to Christa relation to the Church» and there is a typical
relationship sruggeated in aiudlar historical eventa which the book
of Hebrews shows.*

Q£ particular significance in Berkhof *s stress

on the inplied sense of Scripture, beyond th» literal content of any
verbal coaposition. He says, »The Bible aa the Word of God contains
a fulness and wealth of thought that is unfathooable*»*
Even in human coopoeitiona wa distinguiah between the expressed
and inplied aeaning,

In »writings of a superior order" language leaps

over the strict dictionary definition.
Great sind» contain a wealth of knowledge, and whatever
they cooaunicate of lt is related to and suggestive of
that vast störe, so that lt beeooea quite possible to read
betmen the lines. And if thia is troe of th© literary
production of men» it appiiaa much mors to tha infallible
Word of God«'

hbid.» p. n a .
Ibid«» p« 157.
3lbid.» p. 158.
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Most speeifically Berkhof says, in italicized type, "Not onlv -fee
erpress ststeaents of Scripture, bat its tapUcatione aa «eil, amat
be rsgsrded aa the Word of Qod."^

Any theory of Inspiration «hich

exalts the «ord unduly, or ends in the literal «ord of the text,
«111 rssult ln a theory of Interpretation that is unsatisfactory,
«hich doss not do justiee to the Bibis ss a religioua book, nor does
It confront men «ith ths living Qod in daily sxiatence • Ths very
purposs at ths Bibis as men of all agss have eonceived it, and as
axperisncs prove« lt te bs, deaandw a theory of Inspiration «hich
adequately prsssrves that pnrpose.

According to ths teatiaony of

ths Christian thinksrs quotsd, and according to the tenor of a nass
of Siedler sentiaents fron no Isss repreeentative thsologians, ths
contesporaxy Christian nssd is s «is« of Scripture «hich «ill give
spiritual authority in ths realm of personal and social axperience,
orte that «ill giwe a Living, Working Qod, te living, sinful men,
Dr. A. B, Michelson eenses this «hen he seid
These «ho believe in verbal inepiration mast not stress
worda to such aa sactsnt that people «ill think that «codi
are ends in theaselvss • • • Worda hart but one purposs
and that is to convey thought • • • Worda «ithout thoughta
ars nonsenas syllables . • . This is «hy I often us* ths
tsrm "concsptual-verbal" in regard to Inspiration.*
This does not eliainate, ln Dr. Michelson’s sind the need for the

1Tbid., p. 159.
4

A. B« Michelson, "The Nature of Inspiration," in Inspiration,
a ndmeographed aeries of Chapel talks, Wheaton College, 1955T

correct «ord, but tt seeraa to indicate tho recognition of tho neod
for looking beyond tho «ord, to the thought ehich required the «ord,
and to the spiritual dynandc ehich characterises Christian religion.
A Christian professor in a coneervative theological seminaxy adds
an urgent «ord* Thero ls "no aubject more vital to our Christian falth,"
ho says than tho Inspiration of Scripture • Without that Inspiration
"tho «hole superstructure of Christian faith aast inevitably edUapso*”
In facing tho problos of -Uw verbal dlfferences in the Synoptics, as
a Ns« Testament scholar, ho concludos that slnco th« Biblo is both
human and divine, «o neod to acknovledge both freely* Bo says»
The point that seems to a» all important is that the
Inspiration «as not at the point of a pen, • • • Rathsr,
it «as ln U w ainds and hearts of U w «ritors* They thought
U w thoughts of Ood aftsr Hin and recorded them as best they
could in their oen eords * * * This doos not rule out U w
poesibility that the Holy Spirit did, eben the cosBaunication
of divine truth required it» • • • guido tho «ritor to us«
the proper form of U w «ord saployed.1
H. H. Roeley, tho British Baptist coneervative CQbd Testament
scholar quoted abovo» gives an instructive and aignlficant analysis
of th« Status of Biblical theology today.

In 19Mi, he said in a

proface to one of his books»
What I have trled to show in this llttle book is that
tha Bibis is relevant to our modern eorld, ehich so largely

^lalph Earl«» "Verbal Dlfferences in Parallel Passages in
the Synoptics»" The Aebury Seadnarlan (Sprlng-Summer, 195U)»
p* 28*
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ignores lt, and that modern achol&rship 1a not irdcdcal
to tha spiritual undarstanding and uaa of tha Bibla • • •
It ia not aaraly relevant to our age, bot urgently ralevairt,
and that tha praaaing naad of tha hour ia for aan and
nations to racaiwa tha dixlna revalation oedlatad through
tha Bibla, and culxainating in tha nmailing of God in Jaaus
Christ, and to baaa all their U f a en that rewelation.1
Rowlay faals that not all tha Bibllcal scholars ln tha critical
schools wara enemiee of tha Christian faith» Today's studias saak
to accapt tha baat of that study «ad transcend it to seak tha
abiding significanca of tha Bibla for thia genaxation.2 It racogniaaa all tha hunan procasses that want lato tha book, yat knoas it
ia not awraly a huoan doctuaant. It undarstands that thara m
prograas in rawelation, but doaa not raduea raralation to diseovety.3
Tha new attitud« la coapletaiy frank, Vhara Problems aodat it
acknowladgaa them. Archeological light ia walcaaad, but it aaas
real poril in trying to wtabliah Bibllcal truatworthinaaa by msans
of it,
That tha Bibla haa a far greatar aaastura of hiatorlcal truetworthinaas than any othar litaratura of comparable
antiquity oan ba aatablished without difficulty, but it
ia quita impopsible to aatablish the historical inarraney
of tha Bible

B« Rowlay, Tha Relawanca of tha Bibla
Maomlllan Company, 19157» p« S X T
2Ibid,, p, 15.
^Ibid.» p. 17*
^Ibid., p* 18*

(Bsw Torki Tha
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This dose not discredit tho asssäge of tho Bible« The m m attitude
givss full recognition of the rellgious quality ef tho Biblo
M d its desixe OuQ not «lene to recoseg ancient situations,
culturoa and beliefe» bat to find behind aad through thoa
the Qqo unchangjtut God» mvenllnc. W w a i f in
the Scrip
ture • • • This sociont Book im Ood *s «ord to ns, relevant
to the modern «orld «ad to our beerte«1
Rowley’s « r ü d e on «The Radovane* ef Bibliosl Interpretation,*
stends es the first srtlcle in the first issae of Interpretation
(19k7), and in it Im rings a clear note for tha authority of tha
Bible for today and its baaia in the fact of eertain eventa« But
thosa facta aast be lnterpreted« And "biblical interpretetion is
mors than an intellactual pursuit,* ha «ans as» It is spiritual as
«eil» and out of the material given as «e sust determins «hat is
Ood*a enduring «erd for as«
Zf this ss'
sias to be a eeaapreBdsing vier fron a coneervative»
note stet one of the leeding spokesaen fer the Fundamentalist move
ment hed to sey in aaeeer to the question, »Za the Bible the «ord of
Ood er des« it eontain the «ord of Oed?*
If by the foraer ie aeant that Oed spoka every «erd
in the Bible» and benee every «erd is true» the ans««r
must be nef bat if it be aeant that Ood caused every
«ord in TKe Bible» true or false» to be rocordod» the
ansver ie ree«*

1Ibid«, pp. 19-20.
2James H. Gray, «The Inspiration of the Bible»* The Fundamentale,

m » p. io , i9io.

A b conservative * scholar as Dr. Merrill C. Tenney, asks that
conservative crltica "face equarely" « « m a l issuas, Araong them are
two pertinent questions«
What ia th« relation of the Synoptic problem — and
th« Johannine problem ae ««11 — te the doctrine of
Inspiration? (and) Can a theory be propowmded that «ill
aast th« condition» necessary to give a correct evaluation of the litarary and spiritual qualities of tha««
«riting» (italics are min«;T1
In th« author*» opinion, Tenney ha« failad to coae to grlps vith hi«
own question bat hoeover that may b«, th« fact remains that this
dlseussion is anothsr significant segment in a growing body of
literature frcsa evwry quarter of th« Christian Church, asking that
a theory of Inspiration be formalatad «hich « U l prorids an authoritatim* basis for th« «piritual message which i« vldsly feit to be
the cor« of tho Word of God, «ritten.
Dr. Seeberg’s ccnmant suggesta cbliqusly the rolation of
Biblioal trsnslations to tho «hole matter.
Smyoher* in our dsy «e a m confronted by tho
groat task of preserving Christianity to the modern
sind. This oan ho accompllahed only if tho modern
«orld oan ho brought to tho oenseiouszms that «ren at
tha present day th« d««p«ot wanta, noeds, and problem«
«hich mors man find thsir ansmer in th« Gospel, and
that th« Gosp«l n«ed fear no progresa «f scienc« and
cultur«. But for this purpos« no paln« must b« spared
in translating tha thought« of th« Christian revelation
into tho «poech and modo« of thought of our tias.2

^Merrill Tenney, The Oeniua of the Gospels
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 15^17, p. 39.
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^Reinhold Seeb«rg, The Fundamental Trutha of the Christian
Religion (New York* G. PTTuTnam^s Sons, 1968), ppTv-vT.

Unless th« Bible is directly applicable to individual, contemporaxy
need, translations ara a foolish «aste of time and money. Tha presupposition back of a translation, or back of a sermon in «hich the
preach«r waxplains* the Hebnv or Oreak, or back of a course in
English Bible, or «von ona in the original languagas, is that the
Bible is relevant«
This chapter has suggested that the cüfferenees ln Bibllcal
Interpretation ara du» in large xneasure to hoe Inspiration is
regarded« Hie problem of interpratation ls the problem of inspiratlon an the one hand and the problem of the Bible*s applicabillty
on the other«

Zf one believes that the Bible is relevant for today,

a theory of Inspiration which is eongenial to interpratation aa a
working reality, ia deoanded«

If one holds to the intarpretability

of tha Bible, it is necessary to eene to a satisfactory decision as
to #10 may Interpret, and «hether the interpratation or the Bible
itself is authoaritative« Zf the Bible is special ravelation and
inspirad by Ood, its Interpretation is there-by taken out of the
elass of human vrltings. Anothar dimension of interpratation will
hav« to eopa «Ith that aspeet cf tha Bible which makea it special
ravelation« The nsxt chapter « H l easaaii» tha attes^ts of Christianity
in history to find a solution to these problens«

CHAPTER m
AS EIA.MIHa.TION OF THE MAJOR POINTS CW TSM REGARDING
INSPIRATION AND PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION

CHAPTER III
AN EXAMINATION CF THE MAJOR POINTS OF V I M REGARDING
INSPIRATION AND PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION

A history otf the movement of Scriptural interpretation
through the long centuries as it is related to the respective
contemporary theories of inspiration, displays an interesting
pattern against which to evaluate present-day theological methods*
It reveals a consistent relationship between these two aspects of
Christian thought and practice*

It justifies the terra problem as

it is used in the title of this study* The problem is not whether
or not the Scriptures are inspired, but in regard to almost every
other possible question concerning the explanation of inspiration
and of its nature, purpose and object and how inspiration may
affect interpretation* The historical review gives, also, a per
spective against which to view contemporary thinking in respect to
ecumenical Christian emphases*

It is invaluable to those who desire

to avoid the transitory, the novel and the provincial in doctrines
of Scripture*

It locates doctrinal family relationships, even

though the ecclesiastical lines may have been broken or tangled*
It would be impossible to present a fully detailed historical
survey in a study of this nature. The key figures in each epoch

must represent their own situation. The Patristic period, the middle
and Scholastic period, the Reformation proper and the post-Rsformation
or Confessional period and relevant modern trends will be briefly
surveyed.

It is hoped that what has been intended as a characteri

sation of each will not become merely a caricature, a danger which
always accompanies the brief "proof-text" biography. The attempt to
minimise this danger has been made by means of comparing the interpre
tations of scholars of widely varying personal points-of-view and
staying within the general area of agreement.

In some cases, notably

with Luther and Calvin, this area has been too limited for value and
a personal judgment was required, nils judgment is based on an
inductive study of the writings of these men, rather than upon a
deduction from an a priori approach to them.

In this area of research,

therefore, there has been great dependence upon studies already done
in the field of the history of Interpretation. There are several
excellent works from which two publications have been selected. Dean
Farrar1# classic work, The History of Interpretation, will be used for
its arrangement and much illustrative material.1

L. Berkhof2 would

not, perhaps share Doan Farrar’# view on inspiration so it was thought

^Farrar, History of Interpretation, pp. U8-50.
^Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation.
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that these two works would serve to stand together* Their agreement
in the analysis of early Christian thinking is significant. This
fall agreement has not been sought in every ease*

Other sources have

also been consulted and used on occasion.
The Pre-Christian Palestinian Jewish Interpretation
Interpretation of Scripture probably did not begin before the
days of Eara* The prophets took a very free view of the law of lioees.
In fact, Moses' name is mentioned but three times in all the Prophets
(Isa. 63*12j

Jer. I5*lj Mai*

and only in the last passage is

the law of Moses mentioned, and neither Sinai or High Priest is named
at all* And there is only a trace of reference to the Levitical
system. Actually the prophets register a "magnificent protest"
against the spirit of legalism* Eara instituted an era of legal
strictness never known before —

the restoration of the Law, which

undoubtedly saved the Jews as a nation from extinction*

It taught

the people how to maintain religion and separation tinder hostile
foreign rule and permanently ended the practice of idolatry, But the
scribes, following Ears, mads of the Book, Tradition and Ritual new
idols most difficult to identify and uproot. They hald every word of
the Five Books of Moses to have been aupematurally communicated and
every tittle of Levitical formalism as of infinite importance. The
Law, became an object of worship, mere sacred than any other Scripture*

Uo
Outward conformity to it was salvation, "torturing scrupulosity"
became a substitute for glad obedience and Messianisa was "debased
into a materialised fable."1
Probably the crudest form of Bibliolotxy developed during
this period* Every letter was considered holy, and unusual ease
endings religiously significant*

Hidden meanings were sought by

every possible device, acroetically, cabbalistically, allegorically,
nystically ani otherwise* The confused picture ease to a semblance
of order when Hillel proposed seven rules by which oral tradition
could be deduced from the Written Law• These seven rules of
interpretation became the hermeneutical foundation of the Talmud,
which so completely overshadowed the Hebrew Bible that it may be
regarded as the sacred bode of the orthodox Jews**
Philo a«d the Alexandrian Jews
Many Jews ware for economic reasons attracted to the splendid
city of Alexandria where consequently a fusion of Greek philosophy

^Farrar, History of Interpretation, p. $9•
2Ibid., pp. 18-19* (1) Hula of "light and heavy" of "from the
less to the greater* (t) rule of "equivalence" infer* a relationship
from identical expression; (5) "extension from the special to the
general," permitted special Sabbath rules to apply to any festival;
(U) two passages could be explained by * third one; (?) inference from
general to special oases; (6) explanation from the analogy of other
passages; (?) the application of inferences which were self-evident*

u.
and Jewish religion took place.

It was here the Hebrew Scriptures

were translated into Greek and the Septuagint version became the
“Apostle to the Gentiles,* and influenced exegesis for centuries.
Fables regarding its origin resulted in attributing to it super
natural inspiration.

Strangely enough, Hew Testament writers quoted

from it, though it contains many mistranslations.
The peculiar Alexandrian type of allegorical interpretation
arose, we are told by Farrar, by the necessity of harmonising Jewish
religion and Greek philosophy. This need is a universal one and
occurs again and again. Whenever men try to apply the Bible to daily
life, a like need arises.
Now the only possible method for making ancient docu
ments of felt authority express throughout their whole
extent the thoughts of advancing ages is the method of
finding in thast a nystic sense which lies below the surface
— in one word, the method of allegory.1
The method was already in use.

Homer was made contemporarily respec

table by the allegorical method.

Philo, then, simply accepted it

from the Greeks and systematised it. Be professed to respect the
literal sense, but actually thought it was a concession to weakness.
Symbolic exegesis was to him, far richer.

He was a good man and so

sincere that he thought himself to be inspired, but his allegorising
was completely absurd.

■4bid., p. 13U.

Philo held moet rigid view of inspiration.

la
It is "the holy word," the "stored oracles," supematurelly signifi
cant in its minutest parts* He insisted that Scripture should be
only interpreted in toe light of that which is worthy of God* What
ever dropped below that had to be allegorised, as was also, any
contradiction in Scripture or where Scripture itself allegorises*
To him, also, allegory was called for when Scriptural expressions
were doubled, when superfluous words were used, when a play of words
were possible or when tense or number was unusual,*- But when this
has been said It must be added that with all his erroneous interpre
tive methods, says Farrar, those who read his works are impressed
with
his high morality, his dignity and loftiness of soul, •
his wide learning, his burning enthusiasm, his obvious
sincerity, his Innocent gladness, his deep piety* Un
doubtedly, like the great philosophers in whose inspira
tion he believed, he too, had "knocked at the door of
truth," and ardently longed for toe furtherance of
truth .2
The Patristic Period
The Patristic period will be classified according to catecheti
cal schools, Alexandrian and Antiochian, the Literal or Realistic
"school" and the Western type of interpretstion•

Ibid*, PP* 22-23* These rules were "still more futile when
they are only applied as Philo applied them, to a translation abounding
in errors . • • The repetition, "Abraham, Abraham," does not imply that
Abraham will also live in the life to come) nor does "Let him die the
death" mean "Let him die in the next world as well as in this*"

2Ibid*, p. 1£>2*
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The Alexandrian school was strongly influenced by Philo's
allegorical principles and will be represented by the two most famous
teachers, Clement of Alexandria and Qrigen, his pupil, both of whoa
"regarded the Bible as inspired, in the strictest sense."1
Clement (d. 215) came to the position of head of the Alexan
drian school, well qualified by extensive learning and deep Christian
convictions. Philosophy, he felt, was a teacher leading men to Christ
and his whole work wee motivated by this belief. Among his contribu
tions to Christian thought was his interpretation of Scripture, the
principles of which, as given in the Stromata, suggest the profound
respect he had for it.
Clement believed in the divine origin of Creek philosophy and
openly taught that Scripture must be allegorically understood. Be
did not deny the literal sense of Scripture but felt that the hidden
senses of Scripture were only for the perfect Christians "who are
narked out by election for the true Qnosis” (Strom. I, 7, etal). Be
thought of some Hew Testament stories as legends. The story of Salome
is from "the Gospel to the Egyptians" (Strom. Ill, 63).2 Be often
attributed quotations to ths wrong authors, and some were not to be
found in the Scriptures. To him the Apocrypha was inspired and the

%erkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation, p. 19.
2Parrer, History of Interpretation, p. 18U.

Septuagint miraculously inspired and he called Plato "all but an
evangelical prophet" (Strom* I, 10), Examples of his exegesis
include the idea of "clean beasts as implying the orthodox who are
steadfast and meditative, since rumination stands for thought and
a divided hoof implies stability* He allegorises the Decalogue and
treats New Testament miracles as parables*

In the feeding of the

^000 the barley loaves indicate the "preparation of the Jaws for
divine knowledge because barley ripens earlier than wheat, and the
fishes the preparation of the Gentiles by Greek philosophy, because
philosophy was bora amid waves of heathendom, and given to those who
lie on the ground*"1
He used the four-fold approach!
to "the plain people"|

(1) the superficial instruction

(2) a higher form of instruction to those #10

had studied philosophy, "cutting through" Greek dogmas and "opening
up" Hebrew Scripture)

(3 ) an overcaning of the heretics who are

brought by force to the truth)

(it) and the highest, or gnostic teach

ing which is capable of looking into things themselves•*
As unsatisfactory as this approach may be to a twentieth century
student, the fact remains that Clement's method of interpretation was

1Ibld., p. 186.
^Charles Augustus Briggs, History of the Study of Theology
(New Torkt Charles Scribners' Sons, 1916), Vol. 1, pp. 83-tJ?.

to him the only satisfactory way to plunfc the depths of toe treasures
of divine Scriptures*
Origen, Clement’s pupil (c* 185-25L), too succeeded him as
head of toe stood, is considered toe greatest scholar of toe ancient
church.

Bis chief work was in textual criticism and the interpreta

tion of Scripture. Students were drawn to him for his scholarship
and pedagogical ability and he used all his gifts primarily to lead
pagan youth to Christ* Jerome and Gregory give remarkable descriptions
of him, emphasising his skill in the classroom and his passion to open
toe Scriptures to young Mger minds*

His work of fundamental importance

was toe compilation of toe Hexapla, an enormous work in which six d d
Testament versions and texts were placed in parallel columns. He
labored diligently to produce a pure text and applied his wide learning
to toe task*

In interpretation, he distinguished a three-fold sense

corresponding to body, soul and spirit, which suggested the literal,
moral and spiritual senses*

In toe latter he was led into uncontrolled

allegory, but it seemed to be prompted by a deep desire to come to the
truth of God’s Word which human language is unable to convey.*It is this motive rather than the errors of his allegory that
might well be remembered.

He believed "in its strongest form, the
2
theory of verbal inspiration," that "every clause of the Bible was

1Ibld., pp. 87-9U*
^Farrar, History of Interpretation, p. 190.
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infallible, supernatural and divinely dictated,and yet, if taken
literally, he thought the Bible could not be so regarded* The
anthropomorphisms, the immoral OELd Testament scenes, the absurd
prohibitions regarding food, and the contradictions in the Synoptics,
provided him an argument for the need for an allegorical interpreta
tion. A literal sense was for the weak, the allegorical, for the
mature mind. Be produced a forceful exegesis and attempted to
systematise his own false conclusions, but at the same time his
influence did much to "build up the fabric of Biblical interpretation"
and "it must not be forgotten that he was the father of grammatical
as well as allegoric exegesis,"2 and was the first systematic and
thorough textual critic.^ Bishop Lightfoot says of him, that be was
a deep thinker, an accurate grammarian, a meet laborious worker, and
a most earnest Christian.^

1Ibid., p. 196.
2Ibid.» p. 189.
%erkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation, p. 20.
^Qrigen, while living, was the victim of "episcopal jealousy and
party intrigue" and his memory darkened by "ignorant malice" but "there
is no man to whom the Church of Christ oses a mors awful debt of repara
tion than to this incomparable saint." By his Tetrepla and Hexapla he
became the founder of textual criticism. Through some strange twist of
fate it has been "his errors which were canonised," not his worthy con
tributions. Bs shared tbs views of Scripture prevalent in his day.
The Septuagint wae inspired. There were systeries in solicisme and
errors. The Apocryphal books were inspired and authoritative. Not one
iota of Scripture (Apocrypha included) Is "empty." "God," he says,
"gave the command Thou shalt not appear before me empty, and therefore
Be cannot speak a r ^ f e n j l M c r i s ' ^ ^ ^ T O i ^ I T ^aRment).
Farrar, History of Interpretation, p. 187. ~ ..
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"The errors of exegesis which Origan tended to establish for
more than a thousand years had their root in the assumption that the
Bible is throughout homogeneous and in every particular supernaturelly
perfect."1 Many details, of course, by their liters! sense were
"derogatory to Qod's greatness* and had to be bandied accordingly.
What profit could there be, he asks, in reading about Noah's drunken
ness or shout Judah and Tamar? Soma of the precepts were unworthy and
unjust, such as, that an uncircumcised child should be cut off from
his tribe (Gen. 17till). Ought not the parents to be punished rather?
His allegorical method gave him, from the story of Rebecca coming
daily to the wall, the truth that we must come daily to the wells of
Scripture to meet Christ.*
The Antiochian school was noted for its repudiation of the
Alexandrian allegorical methods) and its anachronous use of the
grammatico-historlcal method of interpretation was never widely nor
successfully used again until the Reformation. Two men represent it,
Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. U28), and John, called Chrysostom (d. U07).
Theodore, "held rather liberal views respecting the B i b l e , a n d was
keenly aware of the human aspects in it. He insisted on an interpre-

hbij&.n p. 191.
*Xbld., p. 199.
%erkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation, p. 21.
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tation that gave full value to the grammatical and linguistic rules,
unity of sense, sequence of thought, and related concerns.*- Although
he was a brilliant exegete, Theodore was not a Hebrew scholar, nor
did he avail himself of the Feshito version which would have aided him
greatly* He relied on the full inspiration of the Septuagint* He
treated all Scripture as equal in value with no conception of progres
sive revelation, though he did refuse to see toe Trinity in Gen. 1,
or the three spies of Exodus* He could explain away bothersome
passages and resorted to arbitrary reading changes*

(In Ephesians 3*15

he used <pp«.- r p to r ir^r^U )* But he paid dose attention to
particles, moods and prepositions and carefully addressed himself to
2
hermeneutice*
Both he and Chrysostom roundly rejected the allegorical inter
pretations of their day and Theodore, at least "paid a terrible
penalty for having been b o m in au age too soon* His aberrations from
traditional dogma brought him into suspicion.*-*

*7arrar, History of Interpretation, p* 210.
2
One of toe greatest contributions was his grasp of toe difference
which separated Jewish and Alexandrian theories of inspiration* The
unique Jewish concept of inspiration was in its ethical character, or
toe enlargement and enablement of the individual consciousness. The
Alexandrian pathological inspiration cams by way of trance or a depres
sion of individual consciousness* The farmer, purified in Christianity,
takes the Old Dispensation literally but sees in it a shadow of the
future, suggesting ton use of typology (which Theodore rejected), and
toe latter became a pretext for the unbridled use of allegory in which
writers could be made to mean something other than they said* Ibid., p. 217*

^Ibid., p. 219.
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John of Chrysostom, who, though less learned and original than
Theodore, had more definitness, clearer insight, and more practical
and spiritual wisdom, and "stands unsurpassed among the ancient
exegetes." There are fewer errors and vagaries in his writings than
in any other one of the Father*. Though he, too, held to a high view
of inspiration, he also frankly acknowledged the human element in
Scripture.

He adopted a sober mystic sense but id known best by his

usage of and appreciation for the special words and contextual mean
ings.

He held Scripture to be perfectly perspicuous, the only aid

needed, being a willing heart, wise guidance of men and the help of
the Holy Spirit of God.1
It is interesting to note, in this regard, that this school
in spite of its more correct exegetical principles was not able to
influence the doctrinal decisions of the Councils.

Orthodoxy stemmed

from the more spiritual interpretation of the Greek theology of the
Alexandrian school.*
The Literal or Realistic school, which from this time on became
formative for the Western Church, is best represented by Tertullian,
Cyprian, Jerome and St. Augustine. Its unique contribution was its
elevation of Tradition to an authority equal to Scripture. In practice

•hbid.. pp. 221, 223.
*Arthur Wilford Nagler, The Church in History
doh-Cokesbuiy Press, 1929), P* 1*6.

(Hew York* Abing-
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Tradition always overshadows Scripture, when it is admitted to an
equal status, under the guise of being its protector and interpreter.
Tertullian always spoke of Scripture as being uttered by God
and dictated by the Holy Ghost (Apol. 18) and saw no degrees of
inspiration but placed all Scripture on the same level (DePudic. 17).
He supposed they contained the total body of all truth and that they
contained ne contradictory elements. He held as infallibly inspired
their cosmology, chronology, anthropology, and history (Be Anim. 1, 2).
He claimed equal authority also for the Book of Enoch, and "the Sibyl
who lies not8 (De Idol* 15)•

is mixed up quotations, quoted them

inaccurately and used some not found in Scripture, as proof tests.
He knew no Hebrew and relied cm the "inspiration8 of tbs Seventy
(Apol. 18). He held that Eire reproduced the whole Scriptures by
immediate inspiration.

He protested against literalism yet took

literally "the hand of God," and other anthropomorphisms. He blames
the gnostics for their abuse of allegory yet employed it when it
suited him.

He finds a symbol of the Twelve Apostles in the twelve

wells of Elim, in the twelve gem on the high priest's breast mid in
the twelve stones taken from Jordan (c. Marc IT, 13). In arguing
with heretics, he said contemptuously, it is useless to use Scripture.
The appeal must always be made to tradition.

Ironically, the "father

of Latin Orthodoxy," in maintaining the right of private judgment and
freedom of faith and conscience, became a champion of schism and died
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a heretic**- Cyprian followed closely in Tertullian'a steps* Though
he, too, held te a
very high theory of inspiration his "exegesis is vitiated
by the fatal fault of unreality*" He proved the unity of
the Church from (1) the Passover commandment, "In one house
shall it be eaten*" from (2) "My dove, my undefiled one,"
and from (3) the command of the spies to Rahab to collect
all her family into her house* Noah's drunkenness was a
sign of the Passion* He insisted that everything he done
as Christ did it, yet demanded that Holy Communion be
celebrated in the morning* He said everything in the COLd
Testament about priests applied to Christian presbyters.
Tradition, to him, was subservient to Scripture until he
needed it to defend some a priori opinion.’
Jerome was one of the intellectual giants of Christian history*
Farrar tells us that his personal character m

s

1m s lofty than most

of the Church Fathere • "• • • he was an excessively faulty saint
• • • " but his exceptional scholarship rendered to the study of
• _Ai

.

'

.r '

•1 •

a

:

Scripture, services equal only to Qrigen* He learned Hebrew from an
unpointed text, by his own efforts mainly, but with the infrequent
and surreptitious midnight visits of a friendly Jew* Zt was risky
for both Semite and Aryan to be found together for the Jew was held
in deepest contempt. Such diligence underlay every

atm

of Jeroras's

learning and his translation of the Scriptures into the Latin (Vul
gate), as faulty as it may be, represents a new high mark in the
rising tide of Biblical and critical scholarship.

It was another

*Farrar» History of Interpretation, pp. 117-180*
*111x1., pp. 18Q-1&L*
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major stop in the spread of the sacred Scriptures in -the vernacular.
Jerome distinguished sharply between canonical and all other writings,
and was alert to the superior value of the literal and historical
sense of the Bible, but as with the other exegetes of his age, he
toe fell into the allegorical method when seme passage baffled him.
It is impossible to say what his view of inspiration nay have
been.

Sometimes he speaks as if every word in Scripture was "so

mysterious and supernatural that even their contradictory statements
were equally true* and again criticises them with perfect freedom.
Be says that the Galatians being foolish, Paul accomodates himself to
-their infirmities, and aado himself foolish. In another place he

Jerome's valuable contribution, including a well-developed
litoral and historic sense was somewhat offset by his overhaste,
second handedness, vehement prejudice, and changeableness (p. 225)*
He spent only three days in translating Solomon, Proverbs, Ecclesias
tes and the Song of Songs (p. 226). He hastily read the Fathers and
then dictated as fast as he could, hoping the reader would attribute
him hasty quotations to humility (p. 227). In his controversial
literature he throws all exagetical caution to the winds, particularly
in regard to his prejudice against marriage. As an example, he said
of married Peter, he "washed off the filth of marrlago in the blood
of martyrdom," and sometimes "by the impudent fable thatPeter left
his wife with his lasts and his fishing boat." (p. 228). Bat, meet
serious was his lack of exegetical decision. Be is as unsure about
how to characterise other writers ss he is About hie cam Vulgate
renderings (p. 229), and his commentaries are full of contradictory
statements. "Be was himself, so conscious of these inconsistencies
that ha quotes the verse "When they persecute you in one city, that
is in one book of Scripture,lot us fly to other cities, i.e., to
other volumes." (Coma, in Matt. X, 23), Ibid.. p. 229*

*Xbld., p. 230.
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speaks of Paul as unable to express profound thoughts in an alien
tongue (in Gal. 5*12).

In many places he disparages allegory, but

then, "treats every detail, almost every syllable, of the Levitic
lav as full of nystic meanings.2 Scripture narratives are too shocking
to be matters of sacred history.^ Jerome, then becomes another link
in the long chain of Christian scholars who stood baffled before the
mighty Word of God.
St. Augustine, said to be the most Influential single man in
all Christian history subsequent to Apostolic days, followed in the
tradition of Jerome.

Unfortunately, Augustine was not the scholar

that Jerome was, but he excelled in eysteaatising the truths of
Scripture.

Be was extravagant in his claim for a verbally inspired

and inerrant Bible, as is indicated by such statements as the following
in which his writings aboundj Scriptures "were written by the Holy
Ghost" (De Doctr. Christ. Ill, 37), and sacred writers were "pens
of the Holy Ghost* (Confessions, 711, 21).
His interpretive Ideals were high. Allegory, he thought, ought
always to be based, if used at all, on the strictly historic sense.
He recognised the fact of progressive revelation. A literal sense was
the best sense. But in practice, Augustine indulged in some of the

IIbid., p. 231.
Ibid., p. 232.
3Ibid., p. 233.
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most extreme allegorical interpretation.

It is interesting to note

that in spite of his ideal he accepted as a norm the rules of Tichonious which were less justifiable than Philo’s or Hillel's and refers
to them with marked praise since they enable us, he said, te under
stand the hidden meanings of Scripture,*He also agreed with Philo in his attempt to defend the
character of God by allegorising passages which sees un
worthy of Him should they be taken literally. And, of
particular interest is the fact that as an exegete he was
a true servant of the Church* He laid down the rule that
"the Bible gust be Interpreted with reference to Church
Orthodoxy."*
Since Augustine is identified in Christian thinking as the
father of Orthodoxy it eemss as somewhat of a surprise to note the
details ef Augustine*# allegorical interpretation and remember that
it was the Septuagint which he regarded as inspired Scriptures,
Bab# 3*2 ("Thou shalt revive thy work in the midst of the years"),
is in the Septuagint, translated, "And thou shalt be recognised in

*Ths rules of Tichonioust (1) "about the Lord and his aystic
body," namely the Church* Some OOLd Testament passages refer te Christ,
the nsxt clause may be the Church, etc,, (f) "about the lord's bi-part
body," or about true and false Christians, Thus in Cant, I, 5, "I am
black but comely," the first epithet refers to films Christians* the
second to true Christians, (3) "About the Promises and the lev,"is
theological, (It) "About Genus and Species," or whole and part, A H
nations mentioned in Scripture are types of Churches, either good or
bad, part or whole, depending on the weight of the exegete, (5) This
rule permits a sort ef cabbalism a t numbers. (6) "About the devil
and his body,* teaches us how te apply eons passages of Scripture to
the devil and some to evil men. Ibid,, p, 25.

2Ibid., p, 236.

the midst of two animals."

Origen sees in this passage, the Son and

Spirit) Tertullian saw Moses and Ellas and Augustine holds it to be
the ax and ass in the manger, and his vise has exercised a deep
influence over the pictures of the Nativity in Christian Art.
St. Augustine, being ignorant of Hebrew, and finding in
the Septuagint his nearest approach to the original, had
an exaggerated opinion of the sacredness of the Creek version
(De Poet. Christ. U , 15). He seems to have doubted whether
even the errors were not of divine origin."1
He said sacred writers were "pens of the Holy Ghost" (Conf. 7, 21),
yet recognised the human element in Scripture and explained the
Synoptic variations on purely human principles (Inspiretua a Deo sed
tamen home, in Joann, tract. 1, 1).

'Leaven" might be 'truth' or

'wickedness,' and a 'lion' could stand either for 'the Devil' or for
'Christ.*

In the Fell story, the fig leaves were hypocrisy, the

coats of skins, morality, and the four rivers of Eden, the four car
dinal virtues. Surprisingly, the drunkenness of Noah la "a figure of
the death and passion of Christ" (Ho b , in Gen. 13*3), And
"The sun which knoweth his going down" (Ps. 10it), Is
Christ aware of his own death, and, could anyone be as
senseless (its dseipit), he says, to imagine "the prophet"
(Psalmist) would have meant actual sleep in "I laid me down,
and slept, and rose up again," and not the Death and
Resurrection of Christ (Enarr. in Ps. 103)?2
So deep has been, and is the hold of Augustine cm Christian
thought, not only in Protestantism but in the Catholic faith as well,

p. 121,.
2Ibid.t p. 230.
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that no other single man could be called so truly ecumenical* His
opinions have become almost identified with divine revelation, and
much of his thought anticipated modern psychology and philosophy.
But for the subject at hand it is an incredible thing to note that
his Blbliclsm and his emphasis cm the authority of the Church,
mutually contradictory emphases, as sell as all the doctrines which
he taught, were b o m and nourished in the perspective of Scripture
which this review presents*
The whole epoch is the allegorical period of Biblical interpre
tation. The few traces of a more sound method of exegesis, were
either ignored by the Church as in the case of Theodore of Mopsuestia,
or ignored in practice by the person proposing it.

Nearly every

scholar knew to do better than be practiced. We are compelled to
reckon with the fact that out of this period com the Council decisions
regarding the nature of Christ upon which the Christian Church stands
today.

Out of it, too, cams the orthodox view of anthropology which

was formative for Protestantism, and the realistic doctrine of the
church which is Catholicism.

In spits of their questionable handling

of Scripture, they had insights which were permanent for the Church.
Their view of the inspiration of Scripture equals that of present-day
Fundamentalists, yet it was the Septuagint which was so regarded
(even as some Fundamentalists regard the authorised version). They
believed in what would now be called verbal inspiration, yet they

treated the divine words with bewildering freedom. They altered
them, misquoted them, combined widely different passages to prove a
point and allegorised to the point of absurdity. We axe left with
the question* Why did allegorising satisfy highly intelligent and
deeply religious man? What consistency may be found in their inter
pretive methods and their expressed views of Scripture? This is a
question which must be kept in mind and answered when more evidence
has been gathered*
Medieval and Scholastic Periods
The middle ages have not been colled Dark without some reason.
Particularly in the realm of Scriptural interpretation do we become
aware of the eclipse of Biblical scholarship* Whatever may be the
full reason for this, at least we may safely assume that the ascendency
of the authority of the Church did not aid in encouraging thought in
this direction* The elevation of Church authority to equal Scriptural
authority resulted in the servile status of Scripture to Church doc
trine*

Papal authority assumed the place of Ged ever the Bode, state,

reason and private conscience. There were, In spite of, or perhaps
in consequence of this, very definite rules of interpretation prevail
ing* These rules were rigid, in that they were set by the church but
they were alee flexible enough to prove any number of things* The
point is that, by them, all truth was or could be known. Hugo of

St* Victor simply expressed the frank belief of the church when he
•aid* first learn what you are to believe, and then go to Scripture
to find It there*

"Dogmatics were made the key to Interpretation."1

The flexibility of Scripture was in its "multiple sense*"
Aigo of St* Victor Mid*
The word involves the sound, the form the meaning*
The sound is addressed to the ensqgr, the form of the
word to toe afflicted people) and the meaning of the word
to toe • • • choir of the elect**
The religious, or semi-religious literature of the MiddleEnglish period demonstrates

indirectly theusageof Scripture*

In a

study of Mays Plowman* the

systematic exsgeticalprocedure was dis

covered by the authors, inductively.? They say that medieval students
were taught to read on three levels* The first was in terms of
grammar, structure, syntax* The second step was to determine the
meaning of what had been reed, and toe third, the theme, or doctrinal
content* The last la the important thing, for in it ley the higher
meaning, or sentence* This sentence was not so much the moral, as the
"dominant unifying principle*"

"The relative importance of matter and

sentence is indicated by Chaucer’s Run’s Priest, too compares the
matter of his tale to the chaff, its sentence to the f r u i t B i b l i c a l

*lbid», p. 258.
2Ibid., p. 252.
%)• W. Robertson and Bernard F. Hupp#, Piers Plowman and Scriptural
Tradition (Princeton, Hew Jersey* Princeton ttaiv. Press, 1951).
% b i d ., p. 1.
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exegesis was carried through on these same three levels, with a very
sharp distinction made between sense and sentence. The sentence was
elaborated by means of the three levels, tropologies!, allegorical
and anogogical. The tropological meaning applied to the individual,
the allegorical applied the (3d Testament to the Church, the anogogi
cal is concerned with heavenly mysteries, or is the sentence of
Scripture. The commentaries of the Fathers always

this mystical

meaning in mind and to find this is the goal of Peter Lombard's work
called by the name Sentences.1 The medieval student did not confine
himself to any single interpretation but acquainted himself with any
number, so that it was not, to Peter Lombard, a contradiction to find
different sentences in the Fathers regarding any one passage of Scrip
ture, but the evidence of richness or multiplicity of meaning in this
the highest realm of spiritual exercise.
meanings to individual words.

The Glosses gave multiple

"Far example . . . dorndtia (sleep) is

given seven meanings* the quietness of contenplation, spiritual torpor,
death, sickness, blindness, falling into sin, sexual embrace."*
The ultimate Sentence of the Bible was perfect caritas, the
love of God and of one's neighbor, and this was said to be the end
*
of all Biblical study. Since this is so, passages in the Bible not

^Ibid.., p. li.
2Ibid., p. J>.
^Ibid., p. 11.
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literally active in this pursuit must be figuratively interpreted.1
In this way, the sentences, sere the symbolic message of Scripture,
the reel meaning of it in distinction from the literal words in the
book*

Christ himself, in a nyatieal way, as wall as Peter, the head

of the Church, are involved in this sentence and accounts for the
name of the poem Piers Plowman* or the aystical impression on the
human will toward the City of God* It is no nyatery, in view of this
understanding, that Abelard’s Sis et Bern, miw not wall received* Be
was, by the spirit of his work, not only attacking Tradition, and
poor exegesis, but the ^rstical meaning or the Sentence philosophy.
In this his rationalism Is most clearly defined.

Be could only have

compiled it in the spirit of mockery and the Church accepted It as
the mockery he had intendedj but it became another wedge to separate
the hold that Tradition had on Scripture*
Scholasticism was b o m of the efforts of free inquiry to
penetrate the dogmatism of the Church. The new era began with Anselm
(1033-1LO9) who tried to lift the truths of faith te scientific
certainty, ”1 believe in order to know.*

Peter Abelard, did a great

deal to break down the authority of tradition* But aw is so often the
c o m when Scripture has become intertwined with tradition or seas other
concern, when the support is taken away there is a loss of faith in the
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Bible es well* Abelard began to criticise Scripture as well as Tradi
tion.

His own restless speculative spirit drove him beyond the bounds

of good judgment. But his sead*, "By doubting we arrive at truth,"
did more than ary other cos thing to challenge the idtde structure of
tradition.1 Peter Lonfcard retreated into the dogmatic method as we
have shown, but his Sentenew with Thomas* Sums. became the textbook
Of

c1«wn.
In exegesis ee see the Schoolmen at their worst* Scholas
ticism treats the letter of Scripture, even in its plainest
histories, as an enigma which veils the latest afterthoughts
of theology**
Thomas Aquinas, the most important figure in the Scholastic era,

in that he synchronised tin major forces of the age into one impressive
whole, uniting Aristolelean philosophy, Auguatinian theology and Latin
ecelesiologjr, did not add anything to the doctrine of Scripture* Be
held a high view of Scripture,* says Seeberg, believing that God im
parted definite items of knowledge to the sacred writers, by way of
transient impressions. But Thomas used the four-fold sense of inter
pretation essentially as described Above, historical, tropological,
allegorical and analogical.

Bonaventure (d. 127k) accepted the super-

^PArrar, History of Interpretation, p. 261.
% b l d ., pp. 266-267.
^Reinhold Seeberg, History of Doctrine. Bk. II, p. 101.
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natural Infallibility of every ward of Scripture bat mad* his commen
taries profoundly unscriptural.

From

God saw the light . . . (ha said) If truth is not, it
is true that truth is not* something therefore is true,
it is true that there is truth) therefore If truth is
not, there is truth. For truth prevails above all
things.*
Nicholas Lyra (d. 13UO) disturbed the alunbers of Scholastic
interpretation by a rediscovery of the Hebrew grammar and a study of
other languages. He distinguished five methods of Biblical commentary,
the last of which he accepted; the Verbal; which centers on individual
words, the Subjective, the Allegoric, the Kabbaliatic, and the Litoral,
which confined itself to the actual meaning of the writers. Farrar
thinks that Nicholas did more than ary other writer to break down the
tyranny of tradition and overcame the centuries-old bad methods of
interpretation.2 "After the death of Nicholas of Lyra there was no
important addition to the study of Scripture till the dawn of the
Raforaation.’’^
As the allegorical period produced principles of interpretation,
so the Scholastic period produced principles in keeping with its
general attitude toward Scripture and the purpose of it as they under
stood it. The purpose, if we may judge from the use made of Scripture,

Shrrar, History of Interpretation, p. 272.
2Ibid., p. 277.
^Ibid., p. 278.
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was largely to justify Church doctrine and practice.

In order to

make the application, rules of interpretation which would produce
the needed support were devised. The multiple meaning device was
admirably suited to this demand. Though this Is undoubtedly true
to fact, it is the conviction of the author that a more subtle end
spiritual motive was also behind It. There is every evidence that
the centuries-old impulse to relate sacred Scriptures to common
/

daily need was at work at least in the early stages of this approach
to Scripture* The ramson for this hypothesis is very simple. Insti
tutions and patterns of human activity and thinking never descend
ready made into life* Always they spring out of the "grass roots*
out of s o m need oar impulse or reaction* When it is time to defend
that pattern of behavior or the institution which develops trm it,
the tendency is to easily the original impulse into a controlling
method of preserving the status qua*

Originally, Scripture served

the spiritual needs of man, and the •three”and four fold* senses of
interpretation ware attempts to glee system

to that usage*

It mast be observed, alee, that in spite of the defective
principles of interpretation of this period, the doctrine of the
Atonement was in the presses of examinationand formulation, andin
the hands of Anselm and Abelard, took forme so permanent as to compel
the Church today to reckon with them.

6JU
The Reformation View of Scripture
The Reformation was in the truest sense a rediscovery of the
Bible.

Its initial spiritual and intellectual "shock," in the person

and preaching of Luther was the effect of the Living Word of God,
stripped of its enervating and choking traditional interpretations,
shining out in its unique power ever the consciences of men. The
work of Luther was preceded by a growing interest in the Bible as
literature. Actually, the preamble to the Reformation, in the form
*'
:
**’
'
«
* «
of such scholarship, was the hidden but vital roots of the spectacular
afterglow. The curious thing is that this scholarship was born in the
spirit of the Renaissance which mas not in Itself a religious awaken
ing but rather the awakening of the human spirit from its long sleep
under the spell of a materially strong but spiritually decadent Church.
Lorensa Valla (d. 11*65), is said to have been the chief link
between the Renaissance and the Reformation.

Be wee not a deeply reli

gious aan but in the course of his studies cams upon the wonder of the
Bible and was convinced that it should be read and interpreted liter
ally, grammatically and with a full understanding of the original
T

,4

languages just as the newly recovered classics wore being read. This
impressed Erasmus profoundly.

Jacque Le Ferre, a few years later,

with Valla in mind, translated, for the first time, the entire Bible
into the French language (published in 1523). Reuchlin (b. 11*55),

a

65
layman, dominated by the same spirit, "devoted himself to the study
of language with the express object in view of elucidating toe
Scriptures

He spent all he earned by teaching, in acquiring

greater knowledge of Hebrew, and once paid ten gold pieces to a Jew
for the explanation of a single phrase.

He was so eager to find toe

literal sense of Scripture that the eoet to hi® in time and money was
not considered.

Hebrew was a "lost tongue" to the Church at toe time.

Priests had denounced it as an accursed language so tost when Reuchlin
lectured on Hebrew at Heidelberg University, he had to do so secretly
to escape their fury. The controversies between him and the Church
theologians were exceedingly bitter and serve to point up toe fact
that toe struggle with toe Papacy was a struggle of "knowledge against
9

ignorance, of light against darkness."

Erasmus of Rotterdam, though not considered a hero of the
Reformtion, gave invaluable tools to the Reformers.

His edits princeps

of the Hew Testament (1516) was toe oauae of toe conversion of Bilney
the English martyr.
by Luther.

It was used by Tyndale and Coverdale as well as

He desired "to see Christ honored in all Inguages, to

hear toe Psqlms sung by the labourer at the plough, and toe Gospel
read to poor women as they sat spinning at the w h e e l . I t pained

Farrar, F. W., History of Interpretation, p. 315.
2Ibid., pp. 315-316.
*Ibid«, p. 317.
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him to listen to ignorant worshippers rattling off the memorised
Latin prayers and Scripture passages, without the slightest idea of
what the words meant.

Of all the things that may be said about

Erasmus, pro and cm, his devotion to the great ideal of recovering
the Bible from the corrupt Vulgate and publishing it in the original
languages, and the personal cost of achieving it, deserves to be
remembered in his favor.

It is significant to the final work of the

Reformation and is an important point in this study,
Martin Luther was in large measure the fruit of previous
Biblical scholarship.

In the Bible he found Christ, He was amazed

to know that the word "penance* in Jerome’s “holy* Latin version,
with all the corrupt theological system implicated with it, m s
rather “repentance,* and men could by-pass the Church hierarchy and
case directly to forgiveness from Christ’s hand. Luther’s contribu
tion to the Church is very great but we will restrict the discussion
to an answer to the question "What was Luther’s view of Scripture?"
There are two approaches to this question and they are mutually
exclusive.

One depends upon Luther’s actual writings — an inductive

approach. The other looks back on Luther through later Creedal formu
lations to find in him a view of Scripture consistent with that
formulation.

In the opinion of the writer, the former approach is the

only consistent one. Ve must rely upon the opinion of dependable
Lather students and historians for most of tbs analysis.
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Luther was wall trained in Scholasticism and the Sentences.
Be knew Peter Lombard *s Sentences almost by heart and interpreted
Scripture in the "four-fold sense." Bis interest in Hebrew and
Greek opened to him the richness of the unadorned Bible and was the
key to the principles of interpretation, which became formative to
him and to the Reformation.

They are, (1) the supreme and final

authority of Scripture itself, apart from ecclesiastical authority.
He would not even argue this point since it was theoretically ad
mitted by the Catholic Church. In this relation, he was led to
reject even the authority of councils which, he discovered gave
contradictory decisions.

He scorned the popular glosses, or word

analyses, multiplying omening on meaning. Scripture (2) is
sufficient, needing no Father to supplement contradictory meanings.
The literal sense (3), was to him the only proper sense.

Be finally

rejected the four-fold interpretations • Even Erasmus had not for
saken this method, in the interest of the "fecundity" of Scripture.
Errors, said Luther, arise from neglecting the simple meaning, for
each passage has but one single, true sense of its own.
course, it fellows that Luther rejected allegory.

(It) Of

In his commentary

on Genesis III, such remarks are made, "Qrigen*s allegories are not
worth so much dirt," and, "Allegories are . . . the scum of Holy
Scripture," and "Allegory is a sort of beautiful harlot, who proves
herself especially seductive to idle men."

Luther maintained (5) the

perspicuity of Scripture, saying that "the Holy Ghost is the a U U
sixapleat writer that is in heaven or earth." The difference of
opinion among exegetes he attributed to "malice or pravity." This
and (6) the strong assertion of the right of private judgment, and
the conviction that every right-minded man would come to a uniform
understanding of Scripture mas the profoundest conviction of the
Reformers. When unity of Christians failed to materialise it gave
great distress of mind and eventually led, doubtlessly, to the New
Confessional dogmatism. But, to Luther, the Holy Spirit given to
all Christians, gave them a higher function than merely to register
the decrees of a sacerdotal class.1
The excesses of private opinion and the fact that all the
Reformation controversialists appealed to Scripture an! claimed the
right to interpret it in their own way, prompted Luther to lay out
rules for interpretation* The first three raise no question*
(1) the need for grammatical knowledge, the (2) used for knowledge
of tbs historical occasion and conditions, and (3) contextual acquain
tance. The last three gave rise to subsequent errors.

(L) The need

for faith and spiritual illumination did not take into consideration
the inability of piety alone to give infallible interpretation.

Ho

individual can, unaided, know the conditions of centuries of history
through which the Bible was written.

1Ibld., pp. 327-329.

If the first three rules are

valid this one is not independently valid* The fifth rule is found
throughout Reformation literature, "the analogy of faith" which simply
indicates that Scripture interprets Scripture* In the first placs it
misapplies Paul’s use of this terra (Rom. 12*6), and in the second
place it is aacegetieally meaningless outside of the role that Scrip
ture must not be distorted out of its gsnsral or particular context*
The last rule, so meaningful to Luther, (5) that Christ is to be
everywhere found in Scripture, can be and was by others made to mean
that Christ could be found revealed clearly everywhere from Genesis
to Revelation*1
This last criterion, Luther used radically* By rasans of it,
he concluded that some books wire not and could not be made to be,
canonical.

On this basis, s o w books were above others in value*

St* Paul’s epistles were more gospel than the Gospels and Romans and
Z Peter were the "right kernel and marrow of all books*" Bis critical
insight decided that toe Books of Chronicles were inferior to the
Books ef Sings (which he regarded aa only "a Jewish Calendar"), and
he noted toe improper chronology of Jeremiah.

One ef Paul’s proofs

in GalAtiaas eas, te him, too eeak| and Jude *s epistle eaa unnecessary.
The Epistle of James was "a right strawy epistle and. one which flatly
(atracks) contradicted St* Paul*" And of the book of Revelation he

1Ibid., pp* 332—33b*
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M i d that "his spirit could not accommodate itself to the bode, and
that it m s sufficient reason for the small esteem in which he held
it, that Christ was neither taught in it nor recognized.1,1 He put
it in the same class as Esdres aa uninspired. To him, it did not
matter whether Moses wrote the Pentateuch or not, for Moses was for
the Jews, not the Christians.* In his Commentary on Genesis 38,
Luther apologises fen* the Holy Spirit for recording sexual immoral
ities.
It is needless to say, that in the face of this kind of criticism
of Scripture at the hand of Luther, regardless of what he may have Mid
relative to the value of the Bible he did not mean what later came to
be called verbal inspiration.

Even statements like the following oust

be understood against a wider context of meaning than is often afford
ed by Luther.
The Bible is God's Word, written and, as it were, spelled
and presented in letter*, just as Christ, as the eternal
Word, is presented in human nature, (and; one letter, even
a single tittle of Scripture means more to us than heaven
and earth. Therefore we cannot permit even the most minute
change.3

3lbld., p. 336.
*Ibld.»
p, 337*
mmmmmm
*Paul Lehmann, "The Reformer's Use of the Bible," Theology
Today, Yol. H I (Oct., 1&6), p. 3Ul

William Young quotes from Luther’s letter to Carlstadt, to
illustrate his regard for an objective, authoritative and verbally
inerrant Bible)
Therefore this is our basis, where the Holy Scrip
tures establish something that must be believed, there
we must not evade the natural meaning of the words nor
wrest them from the conviction in which they stand unless
an express and elsar article of ffeith compels us to ar
range or interpret the statement otherwise* .If we acted
differently, what mould become of the Bible?1
*

Ho statement could better illustrate Luther’s view of Scripture than
this. He believed in an objective Scripture but be also told Scrip
ture to an a priori test, the "article of faith," which we know from
other passages to be Christ, the Living Word*
Luther’s insistence upon the grammatical and historical sense,
and hie own recognition of and freedom in criticising the human
elements in Scripture, makes it impossible to hold that to told the
modern theory of verbal inspiration. Luther’s theory of inspiration
did not end in the eerds of the text but in the Living Lord who steed
as the criterion of the validity of the written record.

Interpreta

tion was not a mechanical and arbitrary thing, but was very personal
and very much dependent upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit. From
this position to never wavered in spite of the excesses perpetrated

william Young, "The Inspiration of Scripture in Reformation
and in Barthian Theology," The Westminster Theological Journal,
VIII (Hov. 191*5), p. if.
--------
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in the nan* of Scriptural interpretation. If it bo said that such
a view of hermeneutics and such a view of inspiration is indefinite
and lacking in the finished characteristics which the later Protes
tantism gave it, Lather, we believe, would not object. His Lord
could not be confined in human principles of interpretation. There
was always an open door toward the spiritual life* So far as
inspiration is concerned we nay say, Luther believed in an inspired
book but inspiration, in his mind, was net equated with inerrancy*
"Christ, and Christ alone, was to hia without error — was alone the
essential Word of God*" (Werke, XXH, 65U).1 This gives to the Bible
a living dynamic quality, a fresh and vital coaaunlcation to every
age and to every individual* Be said in hie introduction to the book
of James,
All the genuine sacred books agree in this, that £1
of them preach Christ and deal with him* That is the
true test by which to judge all books when we see whether
they deal with Christ or not, since all the Scriptures
show us Christ.*
The moat consistent and undoubtedly the greatest acxegete and
theologian of the Reformation was John Calvin. Some say he was the
greatest that aver lived* Certainly, he was more logical and system
atic, deliberate and consistent than any interpreter before him*

^Farrar, History of Interpretation, p* 339*
^Quoted by Lehmann, Theology Today* p* 337*
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Calvin’s great systematic work, "The Institutes of toe Christian
Religion," provides a mors sure basis of analysis of his doctrines
than anything Luther left*

In toe Institutes, Calvin’s mind lies

exposed and hie method of interpretation dearly demonstrated*

In

fact it la precisely this point that (Alvin would have us note.
The design of the Institutes mas
. . . to prepare and qualify students of theology for
the reading of the divine word, • • • for I think I
have given such a comprehensive summary and orderly
arrangement of all branches of religion that, with pro
per attention, no person will find any difficulty in
determining what ought to be toe principle objects of
research in toe Soriptures and to what end he ought to
refer to anything it contains, . . . If I should publish
any exposition of the Scripture, I shall therefore have
no need to introduce long discussions respecting doc
trine# • • • This will relieve the plus reader from
great trouble and tediousness, provided he cams previously
furnished with the neeeaeaary information.1
r

Calvin’s principles of Interpretation are suggested in the
Dedication to Sing Francis. In defending his doctrine against those
too charged him with "nefariously corrupting" toe Word of God, ha
pleaded Paul’s "fixed and invariable standard by which all interpre
tation of Scripture ought to be tried,* namely, toe "analogy of
faith" (Ramans 12*6). The rule known by this name, and first proposed
as a principle of interpretation in the Reformation, is otherwise
worded, Scripture interprets Scripture, and is a misapplication of

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, translated
by John Allen (Philadelphia* Presbyterian Board of Christian Educa
tion, 1932)* Vol. I, Author’s Preface, pp. 18-19.

Paul's moaning in ths passage.

In the same dedication he explains

his opposition to the Fathers — "I mean toe writers of toe earlier
ear purer ages" —

• They contradict each other, were inconsistent

with themselves and "ignorant of many things."
ever, far more than Luther did.

He uses them, how

In this explanation Calvin parts

company with the multiple sense interpretation in favor of toe one,
dear meaning of Scripture.1
In the Institutes we find further principles of interpretation.
He said that toe writer's intention is to be held inviolate. This
principle is often reiterated. In a dedicatory letter to one of
Calvin's Commentaries, quoted by Bernard Rama but unidentified,
Calvin said that toe test of the validity of an interpretation was
*

the faithfulness of toe commentator to the writer's mind.

"It is

an audacity akin to sacrilege to use the Scriptures at our own
pleasure and to play with than as with a tennis ball."*
The rule of piety" requires that an indulgence in an unpro
fitable degree of speculation" leads the reader away from the
simplicity of faito3

Wo should not speak oi or desire to knew

anything “beyond toe information given us in the Divine word . . .

1Ibld., pp. 28-29.
^Bernard Ramm, Protestant Principles of Interpretation
(BOston* W. A. Wilde E c m p a ' r y * " ----^Calvin, Institutes,(I. ll», ill, It ).
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as soon as the Lord closes his sacred mouth. « • we should give up
our desire of learning.1
Inference, however, is proper and important. Calvin demon
strates David’s use of inference, and makes some inferences of his
own from the Psalm 10?, in Book I, 5, viii.
One of the most widely used principles in Calvin’s works is
the synecdoche, that figure of speech which suggests the whole by
a part. By it interpretation may exceed the expression. But the
application must be held in check by the "end for which it was
given* or toe writers intention. By way of example of this type of
figure, Calvin, in Beck II, 8, viii, demonstrates its proper use.
Be says that commands and prohibitions always imply more than the
words express. The rule is (1) te examine the subject under die•»

cussionj

(2) te determine te what ultimate end the command was

given and (3) to draw an argument from the command to its opposite.

k positive command implies a prohibition and a prohibition implies
a positive performance relative to it. This rule Calvin applies
to toe Decalogue and to the Sermon on the Mount and makes of
these two passages highly practical rules of life.
Figurative interpretation is proper, also, when the text per
mits. This type of interpretation is crucial to Calvin’s Old Testa-

1Ibid., Ill, 21 iii.
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went exegesis.
Whenever the prophets mention the blessedness of
the faithful, scarcely any vestiges of which are
discernible in the present life, he should recur to
this distinction; that in order to the better eluci
dation of the Divine goodness, the prophets represented
it to the people in a figurative manner} but that they
gave such a representation of it as would withdraw the
mind from the earth and time, and the elements of this
world, all which must ere long perish, and would
necessarily exits to a contemplation of the felicity
of the future spiritual world.1
The GELd Testament was not limited to earthly things but to spiritual
things (note elaboration in II, 10, xxi-xxii).

In other words, Old

Testament figures pointed to and culminated in the spiritual blessings
of the Hew Testament. They were not material but spiritual. The
children of the promise, from the beginning of the world . . . belong
to the New Testament, and that, in hope, not of carnal, terrestrial
and temporal things, but of spiritual, celestial and eternal bless
ings.2
Hew Testament interpretation centers around the word "meaning"
and shows Calvin*s feeling for Scripture at its bast. Zn the Sac. . .
1
ramental controversy* he answers his opponents who accuse him of not
being enough of a literaliat. They said hs did not give due credit

^ Ib id . , H , 10, x x .
I b id ., IX , 1 1 , x .
3I b id ., IT .

to the words of Christ.

His answer is that, though they have held

the words inviolate, he has been acre reverential to the meaning.
• • * Our diligence in inquiring into Christ's true
meaning is a sufficient proof of our high regard to his
authority . . . Nothing prevents us from believing
Christ when he speaks, and immediately acquiescing in
every word he uttere. The only Question la, whether it
be criminal to inquire into his genuine meaning.
Calvin M i d that these "good doctors* prohibit "even the least
departure fran the literal signification."

They have the word, he

admits, and quote the letter of Scripture, but they would "banish
from the Church the gift a t interpretation which elucidates the word.2
In the light of Calvin's key principles of interpretation, and
the Protestant principle, Scripture sola, the Institutes, which were
the Reformation text-book, are of unusual interest to this study,
Calvin, in the General Syllabus, lays out the plan of the whole
work.

It follows the development of the Apostles* Creed, since every

one is familiar with that. As the Creed consists of four parts, that
concerning (1) the Father, (2) the Son, (3) the Holy Spirit, and (b)
*

the Church, so his books will follow this order and conform to the
subject matter suggested by it.
It became obvious, as the Institutes are opened, that the

doctrines taught have not been Biblically but philosophically grounded.
Even the structure and arrangement of material demonstrate this fact.
The entire first book is a treatise on natural theology and is as
rational an approach as that of the Schoolmen to theology.
Catholics still call Calvin a Scholastic.

Not only does the

plan of the Institutes as a whole folios this method, but each argu
ment for the doctrines he develops, is first rationally developed
before it is Scriptur&lly grounded. Be appeals to common sense and
logic and evexy device of philosophy.

Only then does he appeal to

Scripture to defend the doctrine he has built* The Scriptural defense
is in the typical Scholastic style —

that of toe appeal to the proof-

teact. Calvin did not, as a rule, come to his doctrines by way of
true exegesis, nor does he support his contentions in the Institutes
by way of exposition, in the modern sense. Rather, ha first lays
out the doctrine as an unconteatable truth, which it would be un
thinkable to question. After this rational presentation, he denounces
all oppoeere Of it. Then he builds his Scriptural defense, seldom,
if ever, using passages of greater length than three or four verses,
and the context is not always carefully consulted.
The philosophical presentation is supported by scores of
quotations from the classics, some of them pagan works and writers
such as Cicero, Valerius Maximus, toe Aenold, Plutarch, Plato, Seneca,
Xenophon, Socrates, and many more. Calvin was an exceedingly well-
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read scholar and saw in non-ChristiAn literature truths which con
tributed to a natural knowledge of God.
Calvin had no doctrine of inspiration, as such. Be is not
discriminating in the use of the terra, confusing it with revelation
and illumination, and others.

In other words, fine definitions in

this field were a subsequent development in theology. They would
have been inconsistent in Calvin's system. Be does, however, give
every evidence in the spirit of his writings and by word that he
held Scriptures to be God’s Word, which he also recognised to be
mediated to us by human hands, "Being illuminated by Him (the Spirit)
we now believe the divine original of the Scripture . . . that we
have received it from God's mouth by the ministry of mn . . .
Bs calls Scripture "the pure word of God,*2 and suggests a verbal
dictation by contrasting the "neat, elegant and even splendid"
diction of the prophets, with the "rude and homely style* of others
by saying that "by such examples the Hedy Spirit hath been pleased
to show, that he was not deficient in eloquence."^ in defending
the written Scriptures against those too "deride the dead and M i n eg
letter," he says, "Be is the author of the Scriptures» he cannot be

^Calvin, Institutes, I, 7, v.
2Ibid.» IV. 17, xcvi.
3Ibid., I, 8, ii.

80

mutable and inconsistent with himself.

He must therefore perpetually

remain such as he has there discovered himself to be."1

In his

Commentary on I Peter 1*19, he says that holy men of God "vert
moved —

not that they were bereft of mind . # . but because they

cared not to announce anything of their own, and obediently followed
the Spirit as their guide . . . "

Men of humble position and crude

speech were
taught by the Spirit, too, though before despised as
some of the meanest of toe people, suddenly began to
discourse in such a magnificent way on toe mysteries
of heaven.2
Note toe emphasis on the incomprehensibility of the revelation
as a test of its divine nature* We may be aware that many things in
the Bible were "blind” to him, ae toe interesting quote below suggests.
The very "1«* and mean" style of toe three Evangelists proves the
fact that they wrote of "heavenly mysteries which are above human
capacities."3
Similar is the method of Paul and Peter, in whose
writings, though the greater part be blind (italics mine),
yet their heavenly majesty attracts universal attention
. . . One circumstance raises their doctrine sufficiently
above the world . . . Matthew • • • Peter . . . John . . .
all unlettered men, — .had learned nothing in any human
school which they could communicate to others, . . . Let
[anyone] deny that the Holy Spirit descended on the Apostles,
1Ibld.» I, 9, ii.
2Ibid., I, 8, xi.
^oc. cit.

or 1st them dispute the credibility of tin history*
yet the fact itself loudly proclaims that they- were
taught by the Spirit.
The efficient cause of the inspiration was the Holy Spirit, but
Calvin is not dear as to which of the two persons involved in the
revelatory act, the Spirit or the human agent, leaves his personality
characteristics on the record. After having shewn that the crude
style of the unlearned evangelists was staiqped on the Gospel record,
he says of the "splendid and elegant Scriptures"
The Holy Spirit hath been pleased to show, that he
was not deficient in eloquence, though elsewhere he
hath used a rude and homely style.2
The divinely inspired message and record is not the word of
God until the confirmatory experience is paired with it. That the
Scriptures have a divine origin, Calvin is certain. "God is the
author of the Scriptures"* but only those illuminated by the Spirit
have this persuasion.
Being illuminated by him, we now believe the divine
original of the Scriptures, not from our awn judgment
or that of others, but . . . that we have received it
from God's own mouth by the ministry of men.”

3TbId., I, 8, xi.
Ibid., I, 8, 1.
*Ibid., I, 9, ii.
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It is necessary, therefore that the same Spirit
who spoke by the mouths of toe prophets, should penetrate
into our hearts, to convince us that they faithfully de
livered the oracles which were divinely entrusted to
them.1
In another place this dual assurance is taught.
Whether God revealed himself to the patriarchs by or
acles and visions, or suggested, by the means of the
ministry of men, what should be handed down by tradition
te their posterity, it is beyond a doubt that their
were impressed with a firm assurance of the doctrine, so
they were persuaded and convinced that the information
they received came from God. For God always secured to
his word an undoubted credit, superior to all human
opinion.*
This study should prepare our minds for the further fact that
Calvin, as well as the other reformers, made no claim far inerrancy
or infallibility of Scripture. The nearest he comes to it is te
say that toe people were "certain that God had spoken without the
least fallacy or ambiguity,”? that this certainty "required no
reasons" and was produced by an assurance from heaven.

"1 speak of

nothing" he says, "but what every believer experiences in his heart."
Thouto "the apostles were certain and authentic tmazmences of
the Holy Spirit and therefore their writings are to be received as

1Ibid., I, 7, iv.
Ibid., I, 6, ii«
^Ibid., I, 7, v.
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the oracles of God,"1 yet Old Testament writers did not have any
great measure of personal illumination even in their inspired
writings* We could assume a blind, mechanical recording on their
part, did not Calvin become explicit in the matter. Granting that
the prophets were "distinguished by such energy of the Spirit* as
to be sufficient to illuminate the whole world, yet
they were under the necessity of submitting to the
M a s tuition as the rest of the people, they are con
sidered as sustaining the character of children as well
as others, * * • Hone of them possessed knowledge so
clear as not to partake more or less of the obscurity
of the age.2
This is but one of the passages, of which there are many, that tell
us that the 03d Testament sheds but a feeble light, not perfectly
delineated, and not capable of maintaining its glow in the presence
of the full light of Hew Testament revelation.
In following Calvin through his arguments one soon discovers
that he is not a slave of grammar or words. He freely rejects as
superfluous and misleading, the Greek particle
Matthew 7 *12, with the consequent change in meaning.

(therefore), in
One often

finds superfluous particles, he explains. He calls the Romanists
"syllable-hunters" in their unbending literalism. ^ The following is

1Ibld., IT, 8, ix.
*Ibld>. II, 11, vi.

3Ibid., IT, 17.

Calvin’s reaction to the litaralist who misses, according to him,
the obvious meaning of the Sermon on the Mount, and the teaching
about recovering personal belongings, in particulari
We ought not to quibble about words, as if a good
man were not permitted to recover what is his own
when Qod gives him the lawful means (Matt* Comm),
His defense of litigation and swearing in the face of Jesus* teaching
is a masterpiece ef casuistry.
Calvin believed that the Biblical writers adjusted their
writings to the level of the ordinary man's understanding (a point
ef view somewhat out of keeping with what we have already noted
regarding the incomprehensibility ef the revelation). He attributes
this manipulation to

human writer, not to the Holy Spirit.

Moses, he says, “accommodated himself to the ignorance of the common
people," and "Moses, speaking in the popular manner,* adjusted his
message to them.1 This accomodation of Scripture to the capacity

of human credulity is made more explicit in a passage in which he
speaks of the angels.
It is certain that spirits have no form) and yet
Scripture, on account of the slender capacity of our
minds, . . . represents angels te ua as having wings,
to prevent our doubting that they will always attend
. * .us.

1Ibid„ I, 1U, iii.
2Ibld., I,

viii
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The authority then of Scripture will here to fall into the
general pattern already discovered. There will be found the sane
qualification of its absolute authority as ee have found in the
other passages.
It is proper to introduce some remarks on the authority
of Scripture . . . For when it is admitted, to be a
declaration of the vein! of God, no nan can be so deplorable
presumptuous . . . as to dare to derogate from the credit
due the speaker . . . It obtains the sane complete credit
and authority with believers, when they are satisfied of its
diviiwj3ri|i.gj as if they heard the very words prom^cedHBy
The mass Calvin uses for Scripture indicate somewhat of his
view of than. Simply Scripture Is conspicuously one of his moot
frequent terns. Sometimes it is the Doctrine of Heaven, the Doctrine
of God, or a few -tines* the Bible. The most striking synonym is the
Word of God or God's Word. It is striking because of the m e he
makes of it* a usage which seems to point to Calvin's philosophy of
the Word.
There are two discussions in which the use of this term makes
for anbigulty if we assume it to refer simply to the written word.
The first occasion is in relation to the written word* and givwe rise
to the observation that Calvin dearly subordinated the objective
written word to the objective, metaphysical Word of God or Christ.
In his Christological argument we find these words —

^Tbid., I, 7, i.
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When the Scriptures speak of the Word of Ood, it
certainly ears very absurd to imagine it to be only
a transient and momentary sound, emitted into the air,
and coming forth from Ood himself| of ehich nature
were the oracles, given to the lathers, and all the
prophecies • It is rather to be understood of the
Eternal Wisdom residing in God, whence the oracles,
and all the prophecies, proceeded*^
The ancient prophets, no less than the Apostles spoke by the Spirit
of Christ*

If the Spirit that inspirad the Prophets was the Spirit

of the Word, he concludes that the Word was Ood*

Be adds;

Captious and loquacious men would readily evade this
argument, by saying, that the Word imparts an carder or
conoandt but the Apostles are better interpreters, who
declare, that the worlds were created by the Son, and
that he "upholds ell things by the word of his power"
(Heb. Ii2,3).
To Calvin, then, the Word of Ood is, apparently a broader term than
Scripture, and when used in certain connections indicates a more
authoritative and absolute Word than the mere written Word* When
used this way the Word is not a command, or an order, or a preposi
tion, but the Legos back of all revelation*
Another variant in usage occurs in connection with Calvin’s
discussion of the Church, which is, to him, distinguished by this
criterion, "the pure preaching of God’s word, and the legitimate
administration of the sacraments."2 Zt is difficult, in the treatises

1Ibld.« I, 13, vii.
2Ibid., Dedication, p* 3U*
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on Christology, and Ecclesiology and the Sacraments, to clearly
distinguish between the (1) Preached word, the (2) "Visible word*
(Augustine*e phrase for the Sacraments which Calvin borrows), and
the (3) living Word or Christ*

In a Sacrament, he says, "God

manifests himself to us • • « wore expressly then he does by his
word*1 This would put the sacraments at least on s per with the
Bible* He goes on, "I affirm that Christ is the matter, or sub
stance of all the Sacraments*”2 "The office of the Sacraments is
precisely the same as that of the Word of Gods which is to offer
and present

Christ tous •• • but they confer no advantage or

profit without being received by f a i t h . I n this instance, the
Sacraments, the Bible and the Person of Christ are strangely equated*
There is no wide difference between the sacraments of the Old and the
Sew law, as though m e prefigured and the other conammicated the
grace of God* Paul speaks of "the fathers in the tins
of Moses who did "all eat the earn spiritual meat"
(1 Cor*10*3) with us, and espialns that meat to be
Christ*
Who willdare call that an empty sign, which
exhibited to the Jews the real communion of Christ**

^Ibid., If, 1U, xvi.
^Ibid., If, Hi, *vii.
^Ibid., IV, lit, xxiii.

In this passage we not only see a typical Calvin interpretation of
Scripture, but to the point under discussion, we detect Calvin’s
philosophy of the Word of Ood*

He had a "low* view of the written

word, in comparison to the modern view in some conservative circles*
The active Living Word subordinates the written word* The "visible"
word is more effective than the written word to illuminate the
believer*

It is the Living Word which is the end of revelation*

It

is questionable whether Calvin would have described his doctrine of
Scripture in the terms that the Calvinists later came to accept as
orthodox. This judgment is made in spite of the estimate of some
who oall Calvin a literalist and a grammarian*
The purpose of Scripture, to Calvin, mas not to focus attention
cu itself, but was to rwvwal Christ* It was not an end in itself,
bat a vehicle through which the Spirit worked*
The latter therefore is dead, and the law of the
Lord slays the readers of it, where it is separated
from the grace of Christ, and only sounds in the ears,
without affecting the heart* But, if it be effica
ciously impressed on our hearts by the Spirit. — if
it exhibits Christ, — it is the word of life**
"If it exhibit Christ," and the "office of the Word of Ood • • • is
to present Christ to us," are statements that cannot be disregarded
in our understanding of Calvin* The promise of blessing is not

^~Ibid», I, 9, ill*

"carnal," but "spiritual," not "temporal," but eternal."

If Calvin

was a Biblicist, he meet surely was not a Worshipper of the word
but only of the Word*
We conclude that Calvin with Luther held a view of Scripture
which not only affirmed the eacrednees of the Book and its authority
but which based these qualities in the divine Author and Interpreter,
rather than in the book itself.

Bis very free handling of Scripture

and his emphasis upon the humanity of the individual authors as well
as their participation in the errors and ignorance of their times,
justifies this conclusion. His exegetical principles which refused
to conform to a strictly literal sense, and his eaphasis upon
attention to the historical conditioning of a passage, cannot be
harmonised with the unimaginative literalism with which he is often
charged.

Bis major concern, that Christ be exhibited in Scripture,

and that the Holy Spirit alone could make the Word of God meaningful
to an individual, was not a concern with the words as words but with
a spiritual message beyond the lean of exegesis. It seems safe to
conclude by the study of the foregoing section on the Sacramento,
that Calvin’e view of the Word of Cod did not absolutely equate it
with written Scripture! but whether this conclusion is correct or
not, it is the author’s opinion that his attestations of infallibility
and authority referred to the Divine Source of written Scripture,
not simply to the concreted object called the Bible,

Christ, the

Word of God, is the perfect subject. From Him came the word, to Him
the word points. He, alone is perfect and infallible.
The observation which was made in relation to the basic
Christian doctrines having been formulated in ages when allegorical
and *four-fold" methods of interpretation were the rogue, applies
again with Luther and Calvin, Mid particularly the latter, #10 are
"Fathers" of Protestant doctrine.

Calvin, especially, is the model

for contemporary exegesis. Yet, under scrutiny, both he and Luther
prove to have held a view of Scripture uncongenial to the more
Bibliclstic followers of both. Neither Lather, nor Calvin held to
verbal inerrancy, yet their doctrines became the basis for Protestant
orthodoxy. We do not conclude that either Luther er Calvin was
inconsistent, necessarily, or seriously, as Farrar, and others today,
claim. The only way to throw them into inconsistency is to force a
modern view of verbal inspiration into their words. To do se takes
the strength out of their usage of Scripture. To Luther and Calvin,
the authority of Scripture was not secured by inerrancy and infalli
bility, two qualities oily belonging to Persons, nor was it Imposed
from without,
It is the authority of the Spirit of Ood by whose
activity the record both came into being and is freely
accepted by all who read and heed what it says. This is
the unique contribution of Luther and Calvin . . . It
never happened before. It has been largely neglected or ,
repudiated since. The time has cams for its rediscovery.

^Lehmann, Theology Today, p. 331*
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Confessional Period
After the mental and spiritual liberation of the Reformation,
the freedom from Scholastic bondage, the liberation of truth, the
unlocking of Scripture to the commonest man, the elevation of the
common man to a spiritual priesthood and unrestricted entrance into
the presence of God, there came a strange surrender of all these
freedoms and a return to a bondage equal to the old, accept in name.
The old Scholasticism « s replaced by a nee Scholasticism, as rigid
as the old} and liberty was imprisoned behind great doctrinal systems.
The most unpleasant note of all sas the bitterness eith which each
man defended his oen orthodoxy and denounced those whose views
differed.1 It was the age of the authority of Creeds, Symbols and
Confessions, a new authority to the world of religion.

Bers-to-fore

the ancient decisions of the ecumenical councils ware felt to be
sufficient in that they faithfully expressed Scriptural teaching.
Scripture stood in judgment over the Creeds.

Bow, for the first time

in 1500 years, the Creeds defined Scripture.

It is this aspect of

the Confessional period which will call for examination and analysis.
Only that part of each major creed which expresses a definite view
of Scripture will be noted*

Philip Schaff’s volume on Creeds 1s

^Farrar, History of Christian Doctrine, p. 359.
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the source, unless otherwise indicated.*
The Reformation inpulse was registered in both the religious
factions created by it* Both Roman Catholic and Protestant groups
experienced reformation*

Each group sharpened its doctrinal demarca

tions by council decree and Confessional standards. The decrees of
the Council of Trent

by rigidly defining Catholicism for

all time, ended any hope for ecumenical Christianity on any other basis
than it provided* We are interested in the Catholic view of Scripture
as defined by that document and as interpreted by 1ater popes* The
statement is as folloss*
The Holy, Ecumenical, and General Synod of Trent * . •
having ever before its eyes the removal of error and the pre
servation of the truth of the Gospel in the Church — that
Gospel which, promised beforehand through the Prophets in the
Holy Scriptures, our Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, first pro
mulgated with His own mouth and then ordered to bo preached to
every creature by His Apostles, as being the fountain of all
saving truth and moral instruction! seeing, moreover, that this
truth and instruction is contained in written Books and in un
written traditions which were received by the Apostles from the
vary mouth of Christ, or were delivered — as it were by hand —
by the Apostles themselves at the dictation of the Holy Spirit}
this same Synod, following the amample of the orthodox Fathers,
receives and venerates with equal devotion and reverence all the
books of both the COd and the Hew Testaments, since the one God
is the Author of both, aa also the aforesaid traditions, whether
pertaining to faith or to morals, as delivered by the very mouth
of Christ or dictated by the Holy Spirit, and preserved in the
Catholic Church by the unfailing succession*

^Philip Schaff, The Creeds of Christendom (New York*
Brothers, 1877), Vol. fiT 7

Harper &

2Canon and Decrees of the Sacred and Ecumenical Council of Trent,
tr. by J. Waierworth (tMcagoi Tbe dHristian Synbolic Publication
Society, H.D.), pp. 17-18.

Regarding the translation to be used and the rules of interpretation
to be foilowed, the Council Is extremely explicit*
Moreover, the sane sacred and holy Synod, — considering
that no small utility may accrue to the Church of God, if it
be made known which out of all the Latin editions, now in
circulation, of the sacred books, is to be held as authentic,
— * ordains and declares, that the said did and vulgate edition,
which, by the lengthened usage of so meiy years, has been
approved of in the Church, be, in public lectures, disputations,
sermons and expositions, held as authentic} and that no one
is to dare, or presume to reject it under any pretext whatever#
Furthermore, in order to restrain petulant spirits, It decrees,
that no one, relying on his own skill, shall, — in matters of
faith, and of morals pertaining to the edification of Christian
doctrine, — wresting the sacred Scripture to his own senses,
presume to interpret the said sacred Scripture contrary to that
sense which holy mother Church, — whose it Is to judge of the
true sense and interpretation of the holy Scriptures, — hath
held and doth hold} or even contrary to the unanimous consent
of the Fathers} even though such interpretations were never
(intended) to be at any time published* Contraveners shall be
made known by their Ordinaries, and be punished with the penalties
by law established*
It would be difficult to conceive of a theory of inspiration
more in harmony with what is called verbal. The following quotation
from papal writings makes this clear.
All the books which the Church receives as sacred and can
onical, are written wholly and entirely, with all their parts,
at the dictation of the Holy Ghost} and so far id it from being
possible that any error can co-exist with inspiration, that
inspiration not only is essentially incompatible with error, but
excludes and rejects it mm absolutely and necessarily as It is
impossible that God Himself, the supremo Truth, can utter that
which is not true* This is the ancient and unchanging faith of
the Church, solemnly defined in the Councils of Florence and of
Trent, and finally confirmed and more expressly formulated by
the Council of the Vatican.*
1Ibid., pp. 19-20.
^But Can It Be Found in the Bible?
Pius H i ! ), pp* U7-4$.

(Quotation from Pope

&
Lutheranism la defined by- means of Catechisms and Creeds,
and significantly none of them undertake to make a definitive state
ment regarding the inspiration of Scripture. The Book of Concord
(1560) including the three ecumenical creeds (Apostle's, Nicene and
Anthanaeian), the Augsburg Confession (1530), the Apology of the
Augsburg Confession, the Schmalkald Articles, Lather*s Smell and
Large Catechisms, and the Formula of Concord, constitute the authori
tative statement of the majority of Lutherans.

The Augsburg Confession,

however, (written by Melanchthon) is generally accepted ae the doctrinal
standard.1
Luther, in his writings, emphasised the objective, authoritative
Word against those who rejected all authority outside of the subjective
leading of the Holy Spirit.

Otherwise, so far as the written symbols

are concerned, there is no specific definition of a view of inspire tion. The Creeds appeal to Scripture for the defense of doctrine but
do not specify s formulated doctrine of Scripture.
Reformed theology begins to elaborate a doctrine of Scripture.
The Reformed branch of the Reformation, in distinction from the
Lutheran branch, arose at Marburg (1529) when Lather refused to
accept the Zwinglian view of the Sacraments. This isolated South
and Swiss Protestants, who found leadership under Zwingli and Calvin.

*Taito A. Kantonsn, "Augsburg Confession," Encyclopedia of
Religion (Hew York* The Philosophical Library, 191*5).

The particular emphases were predestination and the authority of the
Bible ae a norm of faith and practice* There are over thirty Reformed
confessions from Zwingll's Sixty-Seven Articles to the Westminster
Confession (and a few subsequent confessions of lesser importance)•
Of this great number, two are selected for a brief analysis j the Belgic
Confession because it is authoritative for the Christian Reformed
Church, and others today, and the Westminster Confession, because it
is the "culmination and end of creative reformed Protestant thought,"1
and because it 1s authoritative for many Presbyterians, some Congregationaliste and a few tmailer groups*
The Belgic Confession (l$6l) composed by Guido de Bros who soon
after died a martyr, saa received in the Netherlands.

It is nos the

Confession of Faith of the Christian Reformed Church* There is
obvious reference in it to Calvin’s French Confession.

It became

the basis for the confession passed by the Synod of Dort in 1618-19*
The purpose of Scripture, it states, is that men should be without
excuse before God and that in it God makes Himself known to us, "as
far aa is necessary for us to know," to His glory and our salvation*
Article III says this Word of God came not by the will of men but men
spoke aa they were moved by the Holy Spirit, and were afterwards com
manded to commit Hie revealed word to writing and "Ha Himself wrote

Conrad Henry Moehlman, "Westminster Confession" Encyclopedli
Encycl
of Raligion,
Religion, fergillus Fenn, ed«, (New York* The Philos
raryf^ter*

with His own finger the two tables of the law. Therefore we
such writings holy and divine Scriptures,* Article IV adds to
former lists of canonical books, the statement that against these
books “nothing can be alleged.” Paul is named as author of the
book of Hebrews, The authority of Scripture comes, “not so much
because the Church approves them” but because of the inward witness
in our hearts, and the fact that they cany the evidence in them
selves.

"For the very blind are able to perceive that the things

foretold in them are being justified,”
Since it is forbidden to add or subtract we are to conclude
that "the doctrine" is most perfect and complete in all respects,
Zt becomes the "infallible rule,”
This Creed elaborates on the method of inspiration and the
extent of authority* Although inspiration has not yet appeared ae
a term, that which later will be identified as inspiration in later creeds,
is now said to include (1) being »moved by the Holy Spirit,” (2) speaking,
and (3) later commanded to write the revealed word. There is an apparent
discrepancy in the 3rd article in that, these humanly written records
and the two tables written by God’s own finger, are not distinguished
from each other in the, "Therefore we call these writings holy and
divine Scriptures," and the assumption is that either we have such
supernatural objects now as God’s writings or that both God’s writ
ings and men’s writings are equally supernatural. This lack of

97
clarity results from the attempt to equate God's part and the human
element in Scripture* The authority of Scripture extends to the
limit of men's need of salvation*

In this creed ve find the first

reference to infallibility, but this infallibility is limited to
that which proves right doctrine* Perfection of Scripture is also
mentioned, but not a verbal perfection* The evidence upon which
Scripture is based, is, curiously, not only the "inward witness"
and Scriptures "self-evidence" but the cause of being able to see
both of these, namely, their prophecies are being fulfilled. The
lack of elaboration leaves much to be desired in the understanding
of this section of the statement*
The English Thirty Hina Articles, Schaff tells us, show evi
dence of a Calvinistic heritage.1 But their theology, a later writer
says, is that of the Augsburg Confession.2 Certainly the English
Presbyterians, later, found no fault with the doctrinal soundness of
the Articles* But, of interest to us, is the utterly simple state
ment regarding Scripture
Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to
salvation, so that whatsoever is not read therein,
nor may be approved there-by, is not to be required
of any man • • •

*Schaff, Creeds of Christendom* Vol. 2U, p. 526.
2Conrad Henry Moehlman, "Confessions, Formal,"
of Religion* 19U5*

Encyclopedia
-------
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Standing between the Thirty-Nine Articles and the Westminster
Confession and the chief source of the latter are the Irish Articles
of Faith (1615) thought to have been written by Archbishop James
Ifesheii^ and representing Reformed doctrine in Ireland.

Relating to

the Scriptures it is less specific than the Belgic Confession but a
little more so than the English Confession# The "ground of our reli
gion" and "the rule of faith and all saving truth," it says "is the
Word of God contained in the Holy Scriptures#" This limits the
claims made for Scripture to the area of "saving truth." Article
II says that since the Scriptures have been "given by inspiration
of God" they are in that regard to be "of most certain credit and
highest authority#"

No more is said here, than that Scripture is

dependably adequate for the purpose of its existence# There is no
thought, apparently, of equating the Word of God with every word of
Scripture or what is later called verbal inspiration#
The Westminster Confession (161*7) was formulated by a body of
English non-conformists who, though they had no quarrel with the
Church of England on the basis of doctrine, did desire to break with
V .•’ .■, "* the English Church government and ritual# The "Presbyteries" were
organised in defiance of the "Episcopies," and gradually the Puritans
(Pure Protestants) cams to a definite self-consciousness. They

chaff, Creeds of Christendom, p# 526#
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desired union with sympathetic sister groups in Scotland and Ireland,
not on the basis of a national creed, but so far as a Catechism and
church government m s concerned.

Warfield gives us the spirit of

the Westminster Assembly
All the topics . . . are treated with notable fulness
with the avoeed object, not merely of setting forth the
doctrine of the churches with such clearness and in such
- detail as to make it plain to all that they hold to the
Reformed faith in lte entirety, but also to meet and .
exclude the whole mob of errors which vexed the time.
The fora and order of the Irieh Articles were used as a basis and the
content revised and expanded. Scriptural proof texts were added by
April, 161*7. After the three bodies individually had ratified the
whole it became the Confession of faith of the Presbyterian Churches
in the British dependencies and America and later some Baptiste.2
Dr. Schaff thinks that the chapter, "Of the Holy Scriptures," is "the
best counterpart of the Roman Catholic doctrine of the rule of faith,
and Warfield agrees, that "such a statement of a fundamental doctrine
is a precious heritage, worthy not only to be cherished but to be
understood.

^Benjamin B. Warfield, The Westminster Assembly and Its Work
(New York* Oxford University Tress, 19il), p. 1>t.
Ibid.. p. 61.
^Schaff, Creeds, p. 767*
^Warfield, Westminster Assembly, p. 1*>5.
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Because of the length of the chapter, we shall accept War
field's analysis of it, in brief*

"Holy Scripture or the Word of

God written • • • is given by inspiration of God*"

Inspiration is

the defining term, not itself defined and is contrasted with human
writings*" All books in all their parte are asserted to be inspired*
This "makes these books divine and not human writings*" God is their
author} they are "Immediately inspired by God," so they ere the "very
Word of God," of "infallible truth and divine authority • • • the very
word of God* in all their parte and elements alike*1
Because it is God's book it is "authoritative in and of it2
self." Against "the Socinians and Arainlana who desired to confine
the authority of Scripture to its literal asseverations," the West
minster Confession adds also what "by good and necessaxy consequences
3
may be deduced from Scripture
The original autographs, only, are the inspired Bible, and
alone are authoritative as a final appeal in defense of doctrine,
though providential care assures their full authority for the trans
it
mission of saving doctrine* But the sharp distinction drawn between

1£bld*, p* 2Gti.
2Tbid., p. 210.
^Ibid., p* 226.

blt>id*, P. 237*
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"inspired originals and the uninspired translations" must not blind
men to the
possibility and reality of the conveyance in translation
• • • of that Word of God which lies in the sense of
Scripture, and not in. the letter, same as in a vessel
for its safe conduct#
Scripture has but one sense# It is its own interpreter,
parallel passages alone will give infallible guidance# The basis
for this statement is in the assumption that God Is the sole author,
who as Truth itself, needs no other one to Interpret him#
The Holy Spirit, who speaks in every part of Scripture, is the
Supreme Judge in all controversies of religion# This does not
distinguish between Scripture and the Holy Spirit, but says "when2
ever and wherever Scripture speaks that is the Holy Ghost speaking#*
The words of Scripture are not dead words but are instinct with life.
The Westminster Confession contains the most explicit state
ment regarding Scripture, in particular, of any creed, with the
exception of the Helvetio Consensus Formula (1675), which defined
verbal inspiration in its most extreme form.-* We note that the

1Ibid., pp. 21*0-21*1
2Ibid., p. 255.
^"Textual literalism in the sense of the infallibility of the
Biblical words was never held in the Church before the seventeenth
century# It achieved extreme and solitary formulation in the Formula
Consensu? Helvetica (1675), the last doctrinal confession of the

Westminster Confession Itself extended Its Authority ever a Halted
segment of the Christian church*

Its purpose was not to be ecumeni

cal, or to express opinion held universally, in time or area* It
aas, rather, highly definitive of Reformation theology and excluded
all that which was considered ae error in tho light of ite own
insights*

It sought to codify tho truth of tho Reformation, ae

Calvinists earn it* Regarding Scripture, it is more explicit than
any previous written expression* The Bible is not a human book,
but a divine bode*

Consequently, it is the very Word of God, equally

in ell and every part of the specified bodes*

It carries its author

ity in itself# So extreme Is this expression that a fissure Is
forced open between what Is described and what men possess*

So

previous view of Scripture had forced tills unnatural division between
the human and divine in the Bible*

It may well be the source of all

the conflict between science and the Bible, since* The solution was
to affirm inspiration only of the autographs, and to say that doctrinal
authority lies only in these autographs and that translations are not
so inspired or authoritative* But problems immediately arise* We

Reformed Church of Switaerland, which declared even the vowel
points Sf the Hebrew alphabet to have been inspired by the Holy
Spirit* This confession never extended its authority beyond
Switzerland and was as remote as could be from the mind of the
Reformers** Lehmann, Theology Today* Toi* HI, Oct., 1&6, p, 3U2.

do not pos808s these autographs, therefore decisions regarding
doctrine cannot be made* Since only the autographs can be equated
with the Word of God, then it is only proper tosay that the Word
of God is not to be equated with what we now possess as our Scriptures,
and we would be forced to say that Scriptures contain the Word of God
and to maintain a distinction between them, which is precisely what
the Confession does not want to say* But this position is inevitable
on the basis of what the Confession admits when it says that since
we have only the "uninspired translations," the Word of God lies, now,
"in the sense of Scripture, not in the letter*"

And to say this, is

to make affirmations of verbal inspiration Illogical, and erroneous*
The Confession is quite inconsistent in calling the guidance which
our Scriptures give, in our "regular language," Infallible* in view
of the above analysis, and to equate Scripture with the Holy Spirit,
is unfortunate, in that it either imprisons Him within an uninspired
document or robs us of any contact with Him in the absence of the
autographs.

In any case, it is questionable whether it is proper

to either regard even the autographs as so supernatural as to be
the actual person and voice of the Holy Spirit, or to fall to dis
criminate between the natural and supernatural in Scripture*
dangerous to materialise God or to deify objects*

It is

Lack of this

discrimination doss one or the other*
There are a few observations to be made regarding the Creeds

id*

as a whole#

In every case, they originated as local statements, even

personal in nature# Some achieved national authority over specific
groups within the nation# The Westminster received the approval in
two nations of the Presbyterian and later Baptist and Congregational
groups.

In no case do the Creeds represent an ecumenical status#

They do not look backward to historical tradition, or outward toward
unity of the Church, or forward to wider agreement or understanding.
The Reformed Confessions tend to regard Scripture as "perspi
cuous,1' and to be interpreted in terms of its own statements#

If a

passage is obscure, another passage somewhere will give a sure light
upon it# In this way Scripture interprets itself#
an "outside* source of interpretation.

It does not need

This point is important to

an understanding of the Fundamentalist Controversy in America as well
as the wider conflict with Modernism everywhere# As the Confession
stands, it means that there is no place for textual criticism, and
more important, for historical criticism# At this point, the real
issue emerges. The curious thing is that this view of Scripture
should be coupled with a method of interpretation called grasmticohistorical. By historical is meant, simply that, the text is to be
understood in its contemporary situation.

(There is another meaning

to historical which will be considered later)# The intention of
the author is to be studiously sought.

How, a moments consideration

will reveal a fundamental discrepancy between this and what is meant
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by verbal inspiration*

If the precise word which God Intended is

in the text, and the word is strictly unambiguous, if the meaning
is in the word and not in the thought back of the word, then the
historical connotation and conditioning is not only superfluous but
distracting*

This weakness in the Creedal statement will account for

its subsequent history*

In reading the Creeds of this period, one

misses the Reformers' note, emphasising the Living Word*

The person

of Christ, as a living Reality, could not be confined in human words,
we would conclude, but this failure adds up to a spiritual barrenness
which becomes somewhat oppressive.

Inspiration ends in the word,

according to Warfield, and we do not even have that inspired word*
There is a sense in which the Creeds isolate the individual
from the lord of God* This is made obvious by the fact that (1)
they are external pressures brought to bear upon the conscience regard
ing Scripturej they are what "one must believe" to salvation*
(2) They are statements about the Word of God, not statements out of
the Word of Godj and (3) they were first compiled and than later
defended with proof texts from Scripture, rather than being exposi
tions of the Word of God*

Is not this a new Scholasticism, another

seal on the Word of God, an elevation of a new authority over the
Word of God?

Can it be said that by means of these creeds, man can

put his ear to the Word and hear it speak directly to ht« as the
Reformation faith declared?
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Perhaps the most serious result was the imprisonment of the
Living Word under bonds of human manipulation.

History has shown

us that when Scripture was least regarded as a human book, it was
most imprisoned by human reason. When it is regarded too much as
a supernatural thing, it is least available to human need. This
has been demonstrated by the Palestinian Jewish attitude toward
Scripture which required the Talmud to interpret it and by the
Catholic view which requires a pope to explain it.
Non-Confessional Statements of Faith
Throughout history, there have always been and continue now
to be the smaller groups that challenge the majority and contest the
points of orthodoxy which do not truly express the best in universal
Christian thought. Since Orthodoxy seldom engages in self-criticism,
it must submit to the scrutiny of these brave souls, of which in
earlier times, martyrs were made, by means of such thinking a better
balance is maintained in the whole Church or to use another figure,
the growing edge is kept alive by means of which fresh life is gen
erated and released into the whole structure.

In some respects the

independent groups which will be reviewed in this section, came to
independency in respect of the open Bible in contrast to the Book
closed by the Creeds.
James Arminius (1560-1609) became the source of a type of
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theological emphasis somewhat at variance with Reformation views#
His position on free will, contrasted that of the mure extreme
Calvinistic synfcols, though it was completely evangelical in
comparison with Pelagius, with whom Ira has been erroneously com
pared#

His visws were developed, however, in various directions,

from the most liberal moderism to a mellowing of extreme Calvinis
tic positions so that Kuiper could say, "Almost all of American
Fundamentalism is Arminian, and Arminianism is a compromise with
autosoterlsm#
Because of his wide influence and the importance of his views
on Scripture which relate to this influence we will include him in
this analysis# His writings are largely in the form of correspon
dence and tracts, admirably systemstised theologically, now, by Dr.
Bern Warren into a Compendium.2

Under the title, “The rule of religion,

the Word of God, and Scriptures in particular,* he says,
By the "ingrafted word,® God has prescribed religion
to man, by an inward persuasion, a universal disclosure
to the mind and by writing or sealing a remuneration of
his heart# This inward manifestation is the foundation
of a U external revelation.3

**H. B# Kuiper, "Scriptural Preaching," Infallible Word
(Philadelphia! The Presbyterian Guardian Publishing Corporation,
1&6), p# 23U.
2Bern Warren, A Theological Compend of the Works of Janes
Arminiua, unpublished dissertation (Chicago *“ Norihern" hspTisi
Theological Seminary, 19*2*)•
3Ibid., p. 75.
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God comamni cates tide external word to nan, "first orally, then in
writing, so that we now have the infallible Word of God, in no other
**
place than in the Scriptnw."
The cause of the books is God, ha
says, in His Son, through the Holy Spirit* The instrumental causes
are holy men "actuated and inspired" by the Holy Spirit.

Inspira

tion may be the "words inspired into them, dictated to them, or
administered by them under the divine direction.^
Thoro is a tacit rebuke to the spirit of Creedalism if we
understand Anainiua correctly. To him the Book does not have
"authority in itself," nor can a Creed give it authority but only
the "veracity and power of the Author," alone, gives authority to
the writing*
But whosoever they be that receive it as if delivered
by God, that approve of it, publish, preach, interpret and
explain it • * . add not a tittle of authority to the say
ings or writings . • » and things Divine neither need
confirmation, nor indeed can receive it from those which
arc human* The whole employment of approving • • • is only
an attestation by which the church declares » • . these
writings • • • as divine.’
It is the witness of the Spirit which imparts assurance regarding
Scripture, but it is, nevertheless, subject to objective examination.

1Ibld., p. ?6.
Ibid*, p. 76.
^Ibid., p* 78*
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"Try the spirits," eautiona Arminiua.
to him, a relative perfection.

Perfection of Scripture, was

It is not the perfection of the next

life, not an "absolute quality, equally dispensed through the whole
body of Scripture and each of its parts," but a perfection in rela
tion to the particular purpose of God in bringing salvation to the
church*1 Divine revelation is internal, Inspiration is the external
record*

There can be no new revelation, because Christ is the fulness

of revelation and no revelation can exceed Christ* Interpretation
is to be in accord with the grammatical sense and a re-discovery of
the intention of the author in "either a proper or figurative signi
fication."
The Important emphasis of Arsdnius’ theory of Scripture is in
his recognition of the human aspect of Scripture.

The cause is God,

but men are instruments* The bode is subject to examination* Its
perfection is not that which sets it apart from human life but is
relative to its purpose, that of bringing salvation to the church.
He recognises an accuracy of word in Scripture but inspiration does
not culminate in that word, else he would not have stressed "a
re-discovery of ihe intention" of the witness.

Interpretation that

seeks to recover the thought of the human writer is not speaking of
an inspiration which terminates in words*

^Ibid*, p. 87

no
Methodism is in the Reformation tradition so far as its
Articles of Religion are concerned.

John Wesley was himself an

Anglican whose Thirty-Nine Articles were b o m in a Calvinistic
atmosphere.

Wesley revised and abridged them in the spirit of

Arminianism, but in regard to Scripture he was a son of Luther.
Wesley shared with Luther ideas as to the inspiration of the Bible.
He believed with Luther that "the Word is applied pro me, to make
us *wise unto salvation* (II Tim. 3*15)* No other guide will open
the Word but He Himself who gave it."1

Reading is primarily

listening, because the word is a "tale" rather than a script and
"experience” in an echo, not the rival, of the Word, confirming,
not replacing the one supreme authority.2
Wesley felt the same freedom as the Reformers to correct and
clarify what was considered faulty in Scripture.

In interpreting

Matthew 1*1, he explains the genealogies as themselves defective
public records, the correction of which would have caused serious
question in the minds of those who know of them.1
Tot he was a man "of one book," a Biblicist, but one who
constantly asked questions of human experience in order, better to

^John Wesley's Works (Vol. 7, p. 136), quoted by Fran* Hilde
brandt, in From Luther to Wesley (London* Lutterworth Press. 1951).
p. 27.
—
2Ibid., p. 30.
^Jofan Wesley, Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament
York;* Eaton and Mains, n.d.J.

(Hew
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understand the "one book." Did sin remain in believers? he asked
himself, and kept carefully the ease histories of hundreds of
converts before he gave an answer. This was one challenge to the
stereotyped dogma of the Creeds.
The Baptist Confession of 1688 is the most generally accepted
by the Regular or Calvinistic Baptists of England and the American
Baptists in the South.

It respects the Westminster statement on

Scripture.1
But the Northern and Western Baptiste find the New Hampshire
Baptist Confession (1833) congenial to them. It Is simple and
worthy of quoting in full for its point particular of interest to
this study.
Ws believe that the Holy Bible mas written by men
divinely inspired, and is a perfect treasure of heavenly
instruction! that it has God for its author, salvation
for its end, and truth without any mixture of error for
its mattsri that it reveals the principles by which God
will judge us) and therefore is, and shall remain to the
end of the world, the true center of Christian union, and
the supreme standard by which all human conduct, creeds,
and opinions should bs tried.2
In the New Hampshire Confession there Is a reversal from the
spirit of Croodallsm back to the spirit of the Reformers.

It ex

presses a faith in idie Word more in keeping with that of the whole
Christian Church. Wo note, particularly, (1) that men were the

^chaff, Creeds, p. 738.
2
Ibid., p. 7U2.

112
recipients of divine inspiration, not their writings as the West
minster Confession states; (2) that there is a human element
recognised, men wrote;

(3) that God was the cause of what was

written. Absolutely unique among Confessions is (b) the reference
to the Bible as the true center of Christian union, and (5) the
fact that the Bible stands as the judge over us and all our creeds
and opinions. There is no emphasis on the individual words but on
the message of the Bible which is unmixed with error.
The survey would not be complete were it not at least to
mention the Society of Friends and Barclay's Apology which is still
regarded by orthodox Friends, They hold Scripture to be a secondary
rule of faith, subordinate to the Spirit who gives it its authority.
Experience looms very large as a source of divine knowledge but
experience must conform to and confirm Scripture,

In this system

the ministry of the Spirit assumes a very important place.
In this chapter the historic Christian faith in Scripture and
v »• •
v. ’ <'•
the corresponding methods of interpretation have been traced and
stated* An analysis of the material will be held over and included
in the next chapter which brings the theories up to date*

Zt is

sufficient to note that throughout Christian history, the Church
has believed that the Bible was given to speak to the hearts of men*
Whatever the theory of inspiration may have been, methods of inter
pretation have invariably attempted to relate the inspired word to the
contemporary situation*

CHAPTER IT
THE ROLE OF MODERNISM IN THE HISTCR! OF
INTERPRETATION

CHAPTER IV
THE ROLE OF MODERNISM IN THE HISTORY OF
INTERPRETATION

We are engaged in asking what the Christian Church has meant
by inspiration, interpretation and relevancy in so far as the Scriptures are concerned.

Only by understanding this are we able to

ascertain our own continuity with it. We have discovered that there
is a tendency among those who hold a "high" view of inspiration to
interpose authoritative interpreters between men and God's word.
The Reformation was primarily a casting off of the false authority
of the Catholic Church to interpret Scripture* We enter now another
period of struggle in regard to Scripture.

In this period there is

a great "shaking of the foundations.8 How the Church met and re
sponded to the challenge will tell us important things about its
views of inspiration and will explain something about its methods
of interpretation. The agent of the challenge is Modernism.
Modernism, in broad terms, is anything new in practice or
thinking.

More specifically it refers to a spirit contrasted with

that of the reactionary.

It seeks to express the did in contem

porary terms, or to introduce new points of view to correct the old.
There have always been moderists in the Church, as for instance

Thomas Aquinos,

#10

"modernised" medieval theology by means of

Aristotle* But the Modernism of which we speak is a particularised
example of the general.

It has earned a capital letter.

It arose

in the Enlightenment, grew with the scientific spirit and aligned
itself with a typo of Biblical criticism destructive of the authority
and supernatural aspects of the Bible. It used such acceptable terms
as "faith," "revelation,11 "conscience,” "truth" in a sense entirely
different from the traditional meaning.
changing situation, not an absolute*

"Truth" is relative to a

"Revelation" is not a super

natural invasion of the human, but an indefinable inner experience,
individualistic and authoritative for no one* The Bible is, there
fore, unnecessary as an objective standard of religion or morality,
and actually detrimental to human progress if it is considered as an
authority* The Christ of history is not the Christ of faith* The
Christ of history was only a man. The Christ of faith is a figment
of the hero-worshipping mind which added fantasy to imagination, as
evolution altered men’s thought processes* Science is more dependable
than religion and the two must not be confused* Since the truths (?)
of religion are not available to the scientific methodology, they are
to be discarded as the useless child's play of a growing race* The
hypothesis of an evolutionary origin and developaentalistic "process,"
informed Biblical scholarship, and consequently, robbed the Scriptures
of the authority which the Creeds had posited in them* Sin was
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discounted, and the atonement vras discarded as a relic of unchristian
religions, God was "in" every nan and progress toward the heights
was inevitable. Suchme Modernism in the nineteenth century, though
perhaps no one person held all that was involved in it*
Modernism came into violent conflict with three major religious
forces* The first was with the Catholic Church on the basis of author
ity* The second was with the Reformed Churches on the basis of ortho
doxy, and the third, with a reaction within its own ranks on the basis
of Revelation. All three saw it as a struggle in the area of a doc
trine of Scripture.
Modernism and Catholicism
Modernism challenged all authority political and religious,
in France and all of Europe*

It was aligned with democracy as against

autocracy in any form. Since Catholicism was hand in glove with the
secular government, it was obliged to fight democracy indiscriminately
with religious freedom. The move for separation of rhurch and state
was a move against papal authority*

Pope Pius 2X, in 1861*, issued a

Papal Bull condemning 80 propositions of theologically or philoso
phically false propositions*

Bear the turn of tho century# Abbe Loisy,

a professor in the Catholic Institute in Paris began teaching Modern
istic principles, particularly in regard to Biblical criticism, for
which he was condemned and excommunicated.

It would have been dis-
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astrous for the authority of the Church to discover that it was not
securely moored to Scripture.

Rev. A. L. Lilly was forced out of

the Church for the same reason as -nas Paul Sabatier who wrote and
lectured with great effect in favor of the new modernism.

He said

. . . at the bottom of Modernism there is . . . an
effort to arrive at an idea of the Church which shall
be closer to life and truer to practice . . . . . . . .
Jesus was a modernist, He was a rebel, revolutionary.1
The emphasis of the Modernistic movement was toward a "vital imman
ence" of God in the hearts and consciences of men against Rome's
external and ecclesiastical authority.

The position had been given

strong expression by a French Catholic philosopher, Lucien Laberthonniere. Then July 28, 1906, Pope Pius issued a scathing Encyclical,
Pieni 1 Anim, in which Modernism was denounced and the right of
seminary novitiates to read newspapers or attend public meetings
where democratic principles m o w apt to be mentioned was denied.
This was followed in 1907 by the LaaBntabili Sane Exitu, issued by
the "Holy and Universal Inquisition," which enumerates and anathe
matises the sixty-five errors of Modernism.

It was circulated to

stimulate exegetical work among Catholic Scholars to offset the false
scriptural interpretations of Loisy and otter Modernists.2

^Paul Sabatier, Disestablishment in France
Unwin, 1906).

(London* T. Fisher

2
Christopher Rengers, "Syllabus of Errors," Encyclopedia of
Religion, p. 753.
-- --- ------

117
The Catholic Church had met Modernism and in its own nay had
conquered. The method of coercion of conscience is quite foreign to
Protestantism.
In connection with the rise and rejection of Modernism a
positive emphasis was initiated in the form of Neo-Thomism.

The

task of the New Scholastics is to relate Catholic theology to the
modern world strictly within the terms of St. Thomas.

It is a diffi

cult task to bring modern physics into the Aristotelian metaphysical
fold. And Biblical scholarship, thriving elsewhere, has finally
compelled the Catholic church to acknowledge the glaring errors of
the Vulgate.

Recently, her own scholars have begun to produce new

versions of the Bible, from corrected manuscripts, but the church
retains the exclusive right of infallible interpretation.
Modernism and Protestantism
Modernism came into great conflict with Protestantism in
America about the same time that it challenged Catholicism in the
old world, but with very different results. That which is known
as the Fundamentalist controversy is strictly an American phenomenon,
though a Biblicism of a milder type and known as fundamentalism
was gathering strength on the continent.
The occasion for controversy was rooted in a typically
American development of Puritanism, — Calvinism.

It is extremely

118
doubtful that America was ever as religiously oriented as is some
times imagined. American freedom m s congenial to all sorts of
intellectual freedoms, but Steeart Cole is probably right when he
described the bias of cosammity life in which the "personal test of
Christianity was two-fold —

right belief and proper conduct."

To observe the Christian Church in this type of
situation is to recognise a regulative agent of the
first magnitude . . . Its ideals were as fixed as
those of its milieu* either an individual accepted
salvation and became a Christian, or he willfully
neglected divine forgiveness and was informed of the
suffering he would experience in the next worldj
either he sought and shared the fellowship of saints
or he divorced himself from the church and endured
the role of the religiously disclaimed.*
Whether the irreligious man took his excommunication seriously or
not, certainly the church was serious in its attitude toward lack
of conformity in religion and morals.
The church control of the community was gradually weakened
by industrialisation. Factories called for "hands.*

Hen congre

gated in large and larger cities. Material goods replaced
spiritual values.

Sew ideals of success arose displacing the older

religious norms.

Industrial developments were the result of scienti

fic advance.

Science was king.

It "debunked" fears of the universe.

^Stewart Cole, The History of Fundamentalism (New York* Richard
R. Smith, Inc., 1 9 3 1 ) E S
... "

2
Ibid., p. liu
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It took the place of religion. Biblical studies -were conducted in
the atmosphere of the newly discovered "king." Scientism arose and
ruled* Darwin upset religious faith, as did the findings of geology.
The earth was older than the 1*001* years Bishop Ussher had calcu
lated.

Under the shock of the new discoveries, a shock we can

scarcely appreciate today, there arose two responses in the Churches.
Perhaps the greater portion of them blindly rejected science and
appealed, in a sort of frantic fear, to the authority of Biblical
literalism as a position of safety in a world shaken by doubt* A
few ministers, who were forced to btmve a hostile religious world,
accepted all too naively, the untried implications of the scientific
approach and attempted to read new content into the old terminology
and so save the values of religion* Both sides allowed themselves
to be forced into extreme positions, the former into an unnatural
reactionary mood, the latter into a sensitive, defensive attitude
that went farther in its feeling for freedom than later good judgment
could justify*

Sere was the birthplace of modern religious conserva

tism and liberalism in America, dated somewhere between 1850 and 187?.
liberalism expressed its religious impulse in improving the lot of
the downtrodden*

It saw in the church a way to "bring in the Kingdom,”

by means of a social gospel and read the Bible in that light. It
certainly was a corrective to the apathetic spirit of traditionalism
in the churches* Fumiss suggests the possibility that the apathy
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was encouraged by big business which did not want an investigation
X
into its methods* This is not proved but nay suggest a reason for
some of the stout resistence to better •working conditions and social
improvement.

In a word, liberalism leaned heavily toward the "this-

worldly” concerns, was heartily optimistic about its ability to
lift humanity to Godlikeness and ever improving conditions, rejected
the Biblical teachings it could not interpret in the light of this
philosophy and joined its hand in matrimony to Science, not yet out
of its swaddling clothes*
Conservatism, on the other hand, stressed the "other-worldly*
values, encouraged people to bravely endure the injustice and tempta
tion and evils of life and to look for deliverance in the next life.
It was wrong to try to isprove the social conditions in the world
because such an effort defied God’s word that said that the world
would wax worse and worse} and because happy, comfortable people
conclude that they do not need redemption in Christ. The author
recalls hearing Boy Scout activities roundly condemned because the
boy who learns to live a good moral life in his own strength would
feel too self-righteous to require conversion* Conservatism was
overly pessimistic* The ttother-worldly” emphasis climaxed in such
a stress on the immanent second-coming of Christ that in some
quarters church building programs were curtailed and schools for

^Norman F. Furoiss, The Fundamentalist Controversy, 1918-1931
(Mew Haven* Tale University Press, I$5U),pp. ^£-26.
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ministerial training had to fight for an existence. The tendency
was to reject completely secular scientific investigations as
antithetical to Biblical scientific teaching# Bernard H a m found
two traditions in Bibla and science both stemming from
the developments of the nineteenth century* There is
the ignoble tradition which has taken a most uneholesotas
attitude toward science • • • There has been and is a
noble tradition in Bible and science, • • • Jfn whichj
learned evangelical Christians have been patient, genuine
and kind and have taken great care to learn the facts of
science and Scripture.
Ramm found that "narrow evangelical Biblicism" and "Plymouth 3rethem
theology" had buried the noble tradition and science had repudiated
both#
There ware two directions of activity/ the conservatives
became highly evangelistic and discredited education relying on
Sunday Schools and Bible conferences to indoctrinate converts; the
liberals depended upon education to make Christians#

The result

2

was an ever deepening deft running through Christendom#

The tension in the church colleges ami universities and
seminaries was great# Whereas in

1875

* geology professor was

dismissed for teaching that the human race descended from preadamic
stock, and in 1885 progressive views opened Andover Seminary to
criticism, most, if not all the church-controlled schools, includ
ing Union Theological Seminary and the University of Chicago, had

^Bernard Ramm, The Christian View of Science and Scripture
(Grand Rapids j Wm. B. teerdmahs PuBlishing Co., 19!>h), p#

2

Cole, History of Fundamentalism, pp. 38-UO#
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won their fight for theological freedom by- about 1925*^“ A very few
schools remained conservative, among them Wheaton College.
The conservatives, now, were forced to build new schools and
the era of Bible colleges arose in which the tenets of orthodoxy, in
methodology and content were stressed.

Many periodicals were started.

J. H. Brooks edited The Truth and A. J. Gordon, The Watchword, both
adventist in character.

The Christian Herald (M. Bantes, editor),

dedicated to the old faith.

Jesus is Coming (by ,rW.E.B.H) and fifty

thousand copies of Pre-MHlenial Essays (1878) were widely circulated.
This is but a sample of the periodic type of literature. Able writers
soon appeared, to defend the orthodox position.

James Orr, with great

philosophical skill, wrote voluminously. Augustus Strong of Rochester
Seminaiy, set forth the reasonableness of the Christian faith In a
three volume Systematic Theology. Robert Dick Wilson of Princeton,
brilliantly defended the authenticity of the CELd Testament documents.
E. Y. Mullins of Louisville defended the supernatural in religious
thinking, and J. Gresham Ifechen, also of Princeton, attacked liber
alism with scholarly force.* There were m n y writers of less ability.
As American youth developed a taste for scholarship it went
to Germany to study and came back to teach and preach the social

■4bid., p. U2.
, p.
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gospel and the higher criticism of the Bible, which it learned
there*

Orthodoxy fought both issues particularly* Biblical

criticism had reduced the supernatural element of Scripture to
superstitions and the theory of evolution supported a reasonable
gospel instead of a miraculous one* This of course cast question
on the Virgin Birth, the resurrection, and a literal Second Coming
of Christ.1
Out of this tension developed the Fundamentalist movement.
In 1902 George McCready Price wrote voluminously, rejecting evolu
tion and proclaiming the Second Coming of Christ*

Philip Bauro, a

lawyer, Joined the attack on Darwinism* William Riley, a Baptist
preacher, in 1909 attacked higher criticism*

In 1902, these men

and others, and the Bible League of America joined forces, so that
there was a body of orthodox believers voicing a strong protest to
modernism*

In 1910, the Stewart brothers in Los Angeles financed

the publication and free distribution of ten or twelve booklets
called, The Fundamentals, as a sort of manifesto of orthodoxy.2
These booklets contained articles by leading orthodox
preachers, teachers, laymen, archeologists. Biblical scholars and
evangelists, representatives frcm England, Germany, Scotland,

1Ibld.«

p. 50*

2Fumiss,

The Fundamentalist Controversy, p. 12*
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Ireland and Canada ae well as America, outlining the essentials of
the faith* They centered around the five points of controversy as
they came to a head at that tine, namely, the Infallibility of the
Bible, Christ's Virgin Birth, his Substitutionary Atonement, the
Resurrection and Second Coming* Within two or three years over
three million copies had been distributed and their influence
served to give a seme of solidarity to the rather unorganised
forces of orthodoxy, and undoubtedly gave the name, Fundamentalism
to the movement, which now came into violent and unhappy conflict
with Modernism.

The story of that controversy is not the point of

interest here, but some analysis of the view of Scripture which
Fundamentalism held will engage our attention.
It is instructive to note at this point, that the title,
Fundamentalism, was accepted by several religious groups but with
varying connotations. An important evangelicalism was active in
Great Britain during the years which spanned the time of the
American controversy. In England and Scotland a revival of
conservativism, without the reactionary emphasis known in America
was revitalising the churches.

It came to expression in the

Xeswlck Conferences which stressed the Victorious Life emphasis
rather than creedalism, primarily. G. Campbell Morgan, also,
though a Fundamentalist in the British manner, was active among
the American groups for a time. Be taught in the Los Angeles Bible
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Institute during the time of debate. But his idea of the fundamentals
and his spirit was quite different from that exhibited by much of
American Fundamentalism. There is a spiritual quality to his teach
ing quite missing from some ether conservative authors. Taking the
historic facts and fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith for
granted, he presses on to stress the spiritual nature of man and the
importance of a right relationship to God. That, he says, Is the
meaning of the Bible, the reason of Calvary, the value of Pentecost.* In one of the rare occasions uhen Morgan spoke roughly he
stressed the importance of personal rightness i "A man who speaks
about being right with God, yet uho has no consciousness or care
about being right with others, is a liar."2 Another minister and
writer, who considered himself fundamental was F. B. Meyer whose
message breathes the same spiritual quality.

Other names could be

mentioned, such as A. H. Carter, Christobel Pankhurat and A. C*
Dixon. About this time, in Germany, there were conservative men
speaking of the fundamentals, but knowing nothing of the American
spirit*^

*0. Campbell Morgan, Christian Principles
and Stoughton, 1908), p. 17.

(London* Hodder

2Ibld., p. 19.
%einhold Seeborg, The Fundamental Truths of the Christian
Rsllglon, trans. Thompson and failsniinT”(Mew TdrlcT ""iff.' P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1908).
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But even in the United States, Fundamentalism was a term that
described a number of points of view.

In fact, it was as difficult

then as it is now to "locate" the meaning of it.

Saver was the

Northern Baptist Convention drawn into the doctrinal coercion which
fundamentalism sought so desperately to inpose.

It steadfastly

maintained a freedom from control and considered the statement of
the Sew Hampshire Confession sufficient to cover its faith. Though
it considered itself fundamentalistic it refused to accept the
notion that pre-nriUeni&lisa was a tenet of that persuasion. "Funda
mentalism is not? said Goodehild, "a pre-milleniarian movement."
He continued, "There are as many vlsns about the return of our Lord
among fundamentalists as will be found among other bodiee of Christian
people." 1 Even in regard to inspiration there ware differences of
opinions. Dr. Maxwell, in a keynote address, before a Conference on
Christian Fundamentals, (February, 1922) said that it was not for a
literal interpretation of Scripture that they contended:

"Our

2
contention is for the feet of inspiration and not a theory about it."
S. T. Mullins, in a midst of the controversy, and very much
a fundamentalist, sounded

(Hit

a warning to his fellows.

^Frank M. Goodehild, "The Spirit and Purpose of Fundamentalists,"
Watchman Examiner, Vol. X, No. 9, pp. 266-267.

2H. W. Barras (reporter) "Conference on Christian Fundamentals,"
Ibid., p. 277.
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The controversy has degenerated into an attack
from one side on one or two positions • • • such
as a premillenialism, which lend themselves easily
to caricature and ridicule* From the other side
the attack has taken the form of attempts to secure
legislative action to prevent the teaching of evolu
tion in the public schools* Nothing could he m o m
ill-advised than for Americans to attempt to employ
legislative coercion in the realm of scientific
opinion.1
Tha spiritual vitality in some quarters of American
Fundamentalism is to be noted*

Mullins said.

No religion or theology can long hold sway unless
it is big enough to grasp U f a as a whole, or to state
the same truth In another way, unless it is religious
enougi to serve the ends of religion. 2
George Truett, represented fundamentalism and yet a deep spiritual
eagerness characterised his ministry*

Sis noon day talks at the

Chicago Baptist Convention in 1927# drew the largest audiences of
any of the sessions and he was forced by popular ministerial demand
to sot apart tha early mornings for prayer and counsel with them*
This seemed to be the end of the bitter fundamentalist fight in
the Baptist groups.^ In the writer's recollection, the Church of
the Kas&rene, among other "Holiness bodies,11 while considering it
self fundamental, was always careful to distinguish that term from
fundamentalistic • It was characterised by a deep revivalistic
*E* Y. Mullins, Christianity at the Crossroads
The Judson Press, 192U)# p* 66.

(Philadelphiat

2Ibid., p. 77.
■^"Fading Fundamentalism," editorial, Christian Century, June
16, 1927# p. 71*3.

passion similar to the spiritual fervor of the groups in Great
Britain*
By way of analysis it m y be noted that Fundamentalism as
described above, was forced into existence by tremendous pressures
built up in many areas of American life, all of them focusing in
some measure upon traditional Christianity* Some answer had to be
given and Fundamentalism was the handiest answer at the moment*
Basically, it was one metaphysical system pitted against another,
supematuralism against naturalism*

Keither side had taken stock,

maturely, of its assets and liabilities and so the clash was emotional
in great measure rather than intellectual. The Modernists assumed
an evolutionary hypothesis before they opened the Bible* The
Fundamentalists assumed an infallible Bible before "they had opened
the Book* Both sides took "ignoble” positions, and held them with
an extreme, defiant and often bitter spirit* Modernism held science
to be its authority* Fundamentalism made the Bible its authority,
for everything. Both claimed for its authority, infallibility-.
Science could not be wrong, and the Bible could not bo wrong.
Science had no place for the supernatural and the Bible was wholly
supernatural.

In this way the split widened and hardened*

It is

asserted by Cole and Furniss and innumerable writers everywhere
that it was a split on the basis of literacy versus illiteracy*
It is our opinion that this is an emotional judgment and one that
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cannot wholly stand up enter scrutiny, but the fact remains, as
Basra reminds us, that Fundamentalism*s blanket rejection of science,
was "ignoble."

Science was rejected before it was understood*

Modernism, too, soon found its blanket rejection of the supernatural
ill-advised* Both sides erred*
But in the throes of the conflict, and in the absence of an
adequate middle ground, the Church was forced to a loyalty on one
site or the other. The split went down through denominations and
»

aligned Churches against each other. Extreme fundamentalism was
derisive in spirit, highly definitive in its doctrine, and unimagina
tively uncompromising,

(From this point on. Fundamentalism will

refer to the extreme views which were held),

Bov the significant

thing about Fundamentaliatic faith is that it has no historic roots.
This does not mean that the individual doctrinal tenets had not been
held by the Church, but it does mean that the peculiar emphasis ae
exhibited by the Five Points has no counterpart anywhere in Christian
history. There is certainly no Biblical basis for lifting up those
five items as a preaching norm, as a rule of faith or as a test of
orthodoxy, and there Is no precedent in ary creed upon which they
rest* The very grouping is unfortunate as it caricatures Christian
faith by a distortion of emphasis. There is no word about a
relatedness of Christian doctrine to vital life concerns, or any
practical issues* It is highly abstract in nature*

It lifts
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peripheral truths to centrality* Relating to the one item with
which this study is concerned, a doctrine of Scripture, we note
that the stress on the word* —

the literal letter, against science

and Biblical criticism, had never been known before.

Its nearest

counterpart is the statement in the Westminster Confession, but
which we have already found referred finally to the thought back
of the word, not the word itself* Certainly, neither Luther or
Calvin held to this rigid view and only the decree of the Council
of Trent equals it* Is it the American penchant for mechanising
everything it touches, including thought, that prompted the unnatur
ally sharp definitions of the Fundamentalists movement?

Our language

encourages a thinking in absolutistic catagor5.es unknown to European
languages.

It is difficult to be subtle in English. We are very

quick, also, to "label” everything and we are prone to throw the
label over a person or thing too quickly, without a full examina
tion of all aspects of the case*

This lack of true tolerance throws

us into racial, religious and political strata, classified only on
the basis of some superficial consideration and the Indian social
caste system is scarcely any more sovereign than ours* Because of
the provincial and unhistorical nature of the Fundamentalist theory
of Biblical inspiration, b o m in a heated controversy, we conclude
that it does not represent the best in Christian expression. The
basis for this conclusion is further fortified by the fact which a
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study of the history of Fundamentalism will show, that each particu
lar denomination treasured sets of "distinctives," as the essentials,
which were peculiar to each and did not represent a unanimous con—
viction even of conservative Christianity*
The occasion of conflict in each comnunion was the
question of the priority of the historic distinctives
that had given individuality to that particular doc
trine • • * In every denomination orthodox sen
considered that their church’s distinctives were the
essentials ef supernaturally-prescribed Christianity.1
The closest agreement cans in their estimate of the Bible, but "even
so, Baptist and Disciple traditionalists took a different position
from that of Methodists or Episcopalians,"2 and all of them different
from English evangelicals*

It would be indiscreet to hold any one

group totally right and the others totally wrong*

Cole, in the same

connection cites the dieintegration of the seventeen "felloeships"
which were active all or part of the time between 1910 and 1930 and
gives as a possible cause the "unyielding individualism of its
leaders,3

an admission made by William B.

Riley

We may inject a

modern note, by referring to the "mushroom" growth of undenominational

^Cole, History of Fundamentalism, p. 322*
• •' a...-

■

....

*

;

2Ibid., p. 323.
3IWd., p* 325*
kco&e, loc* cit*

132
tabernacles, centered about a strong personality, which began in the
midst of the controversy, and in connection with It, and is only now
declining In vigor* All of them played tip some points of Funda
mentalism, were devisive in spirit and lacked historical continuity,
ecclesiastically and doctrinally.
It may be further noted as we look into the Five Points of
Fundamentalism -(hat one central emphasis ties them together, super
naturalism, or more particularly the fact of miracle*

It was this

emphasis, undoubtedly, that lay back of the choice of the points.
Science and religion clashed at the level of miracle. But if we
look a little more closely we will discover that the issue of
miracles lay against an even more basic pre-supposition* Zt was
the static metaphysics of Aristotle, coupled with Newton's "laws
of nature)* against a more dynamic view of reality* Every tenant
of Fundamentalism stressed miracle defined in terms of Aristotelian
metaphysics and Newtonian physics* Science denied miracle on that
very basis* In terras of the lowest common denominator, the actual
controversy was over a philosophical definition of miracle* Funda
mentalists said, our cause is lost if science can disprove miracles •
Science did disprove maty "miracles” by a new definition of nature
but the cause of Christianity was not thereby lost*
The question here cannot be an evaluation of modern science
or philosophy or the validity of any on* definition of miracle*
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Most Christians and nasy non-Christians believe in the possibility
of miracles, but it is disconcerting to try to find an agreeable
definition of it* Hume's disproof of miracle was on the basis of
one of the definitions of nature and epistemology. He showed that
Hewton's "laws" of nature were a figment of the imagination.

Ho

one has ever been able to demonstrate a necessary causal relation
ship, he said, therefore that which appears to be a violation of
it (or miracle), is simply the unaccustomed context of the event.
This, philosophically, destroyed science as wall as religion*
Kant "rescued" science and morality from such skepticism by trans
ferring the "law” from nature to mind* Each in its own way is a
rationalistic system, metaphysically, and seems to have no basis
in Biblical thinking*

It is significant that the Hew Testament

term for what is translated "miracle" in the English, is some fora
of the word "power* and the response to the exercise of it is
astonishment and wonder. "Breaking" a lew of nature is never the
implicit idea of miracle in the Hew Testament* Rather the wonder
was regarded as a mastery of the forces of nature by God — a
sovereignty over physical and spiritual things — and this is a
very different matter. Ramm reminds us that the Biblical view of
nature was singularly free of any untenable philosophical views of
nature through which it passed during the long years of its building.
It knew nothing of a law of nature but only the will of God.

13b
Providence is just as much the work of God as creation* Nature is
the arena of God's activity and the subject of his will.'*' the real
issue between modernism and conservatism ought never to be fought
in the area of some view of nature but in the realm of a conception
of God in relation to his world* Significantly, also, is the fact
that the virgin birth and the resurrection of Christ are not in the
New testament regarded as "wonders" but simply as basic facts of
empirical history* These events do not validate Christ but are
validated by him* By this, it is not meant that tee virgin birth
and the resurrection are considered unimportant, untrue or unverifiable*
On the contrary, if one considers himself to be a Bible believer, he
cannot escape tee acceptance of these facts as Biblical truths.
But it may be observed that the New Testament did not attempt to
prove the deity of Christ by way of these facts but rather having
come into vital relationship with the risen Lord these facts became
meaningful and inevitable to tee believer. Paul had all the evidence
available for the resurrection of Christ but he was only convinced
of the fact in connection with tee meeting with the Living Christ
on tee way to Damascus. If Paul, in the mist of the living witnesses
to tee resurrection, was set convinced by them of its truth or of
its testimony to the deity of Christ, but needed a personal meeting

^Rama, The Christian View of Science and Scripture, p. 8b
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with the Lord himself, it is not surprising that two thousand years
later the same pattern of proof should be the norm. But this will
be more fully oramined in the last chapter*
Christians, through the centuries, and today, have held
varying philosophical theories regarding the nature of reality. A
theological judgment cannot be authoritative on that basis. But
in the writer’s opinion it was the elevation of this one paint as
the central issue of Christianity throwing all central issues out
of focus which put Christianity in a ridiculous light. Fundamenta
lism naivly fused its belief in miracles -to a philosophical position
and a view of physics. When Christian youth met toe new physics,
the whole philosophical structure, which had been religiously
associated with the Christian faith, collapeed and took Christianity
with it. All too maiy a Fundamentalist youth apoetacised at the
eye piece of a microscope.

Us neatly packaged arguments for the

Christian fundamentals ware never even opened, science began on
another level, and the twain never met*
In anticipation of a discussion In the last chapter of the
difference between the natural and supernatural is the Bible, tore#
preliminary words are ventured here* The firet is in relation to the
supernatural, as such, toe second is in regard to miracles, and the
third to inerrancy*

In the writer’s opinion It was not the stress

an toe reality of the supernatural which confused the issues in the

Controversy, but an immature view of the whole philosophy of the
supernatural* The issue arose something like this* Science denies
the miraculous and with it the supernatural* Christianity is super
natural and its faith is proved by the miraculous*

Its Bible is

supernatural, and therefore most be perfect and infallible* To
admit any measure of fallibility and humanity in the Bible would
deny its miraculous and supernatural character with the consequent
capitulation to naturalism*

Its authority would therefore be nulli

fied and the Christian religion would fail apart* Science and
Biblical criticism attacked that supernatural perfection, therefore
Fundamentalism rejected science and Biblical criticism* The error,
in the writer’s opinion was in equating authority and inerrancy*
The issue is not inerrancy but authority* To confuse the two matters
Is to inperil the essential Christian truth*

On the basis of seven

teen or eighteen hundred years of Christian history in which the
authority of the Scriptures was never equated with verbal inerrancy,
the suggestion is made that to pre-suppose inerrancy cm the basis
of the Scriptures’ supernatural character is unnecessary to its
authority, and actually is misleading since the Book is both humn
and divine*

Its authority mist rest on a more firm foundation as

will be shown in a later chapter*
Miracle, as such, is not the major subject under discussion,
but it may make for clarity to suggest that the issue of miracles
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should bo subservient to the fact of revelation — God's self revel
ation*

Such revelation is a miracle. Miracle as it Is commonly

defined is not per se revelation*

Miracle is not the first line

of defense, but God's self-disclosure is* Regardless of tee philo
sophical or physical pre-supposition, revelation is the point at
issue in the Christian system* God speaks and God acts, and His
speaking and acting originates from His own initiative and not out
of tee milieu of the cause effect relationships of tee natural
system*
But a point of great importance is that when revelation
becomes revelation it enters the natural and accommodates itself
to it, else the natural could not comprehend it, or transmit
or communicate it*
Inerrancy, teen, is an abstract deduction from tee presupposi
tion teat the supernatural revelation must display its supernatural
character to give evidence (1 ) of its nature and (2 ) to its authority.
Since its physical properties are words, words mast be the object of
its perfection and infallibility* There is nothing else to be
perfect but the words, as said tee Fundamentalists* But can super
natural perfection be either contained in human words or recognised
as perfect by imperfect men?
The danger in thus positing inerrancy and authority in the
literal and human word of Scripture is at least two-fold. The first
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danger is that an examination of the Bible will reveal defects
which thereby casts question on its physical inerrancy and conse
quently on its divine authority* Warfield saw this and arbitrarily
placed perfection back on the autographs which are unavailable to
us* .This is a retreat to philosophical abstraction and quite
unconvincing outside of the area of cold logic or blind credulity*
We have no word of revelation in regard to the autographs hence no
basis for faith regarding them* The second danger arises out of the
first* Authority is poeited in a material object* C m end of
revelation, according to the extreme Fundamentalists, rests in ua
inerrant word*

Inspiration climaxes in a book*

books, not men —

"Inspiration is of

not the writers but the writings," wrote one of

the authors in The Fundamentals.3*
Another author writing in the series quotes the decision of
the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in 1893.
The Bible as ws now have it in ths various transla
tions and revisions whan freed from all errors and
mistakes of translations, copyists and printers, Is
ths very Word of God, and consequently, wholly without
error.*
This focuses attention on the medium of revelation, not on the One

Barnes K. Gray, "The Inspiration of the Bible - Definition,
Extent, Proof, The Fundamentals, Vol. HI, p. 9.

2L. W. Munhall, "Inspiration," The Fundamentals, Vol. VII, p. 22.

who is revealed.

There is a two-fold danger here* The first danger

is sacramentalism in which an abject becomes a carrier of grace*
The Roman Catholic Church early saw that the efficacy of its sacra
ments would have to be divorced from the persons of its priests and
so by-passed the moral character of men, (or the “inspiration" of
ministers) and placed it more securely, so they thought, in the
physical object* Bread, oil, wine, water, words (the formal aspect
of making an object a sacrament), all became holy*

Now, those

objects after becoming sacraments, are supernatural*
and of themselves, grace*

They are in

Protestantism stands in imminent danger

of repeating this error in conceiving of words as the culmination
of revelation*

The second danger arises right here, in that, where

words are sacred, legalism inevitably results* Fundamentalism has
become legalistic in many quarters*

Legalism is always harsh, self-

righteous and unteachable, the very characteristics that Jesus and
Paul exposed in the highly religious Jews who kept every facet of
the law* From this legalism the Living Lord has been loet from His
Void*

The Lordship of Christ is either minimised or denied or

arbitrarily put into another and future dispensation* Actually,
the contact between men and a living Christ is severed* Dr* A* V*
Toser, a Chicago minister (Alliance), speaking in Moody Church,
in the writer’s hearing, cm an October night, 195k, as a guest
speaker for a Mid-America Keswick Conference, expressed this
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sentiment in almost those words*

"There is no Savior-hood outoide

of the Lordship of Christ. We cannot Just throw a Scripture at
God and claim Christian status, we must accept His full Lordship
over our lives.

This truth the Fundamentalists have lost*"

Its

loss separates than from the concerns of men and the desperate needs
of the contenporary world.

1

tion.

It isolates Christ from the human situa-

Exegesis, to relate this situation to interpretation, becomes

coldly formal, unspiritual, theoretical and unrelated to life. This
fact has given rise to a new cry for Biblical theology but the cry
comes principally from non-Fundamentalist circles as we shall see.

xn the midst of the battle, conservative leaders began to
stop and ask questions and evaluate quietly the issues. In order
to understand the contemporary movements we will present a few typi
cal reactions.
As early as 192]*, E. T. Mullins, in analysing the controversy
saw that the "chief danger in the situation has been the confusing
of issues." Mullins, Christianity at the Crossroads, p. ?. This he
seeks to clarify. Christians believe in "tiie inspiration and suffi
ciency and finality of the Scriptures for religious purposes. But
the chief issue is not the doctrine of the inspiration or authority
of the Bible. The central question is whether there was Imything
supernatural in the character and career of Jesus Christ? Ibid.,
p. 29* The climax of Mullin’a bode is in the stress on the living
Christ of Christian experience. He quotes with approval Luther’s
answer to the question, "What 1s the Word of God to be believed?
The Gospel of God concerning His Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who was
incarnate and crucified, and who Is risen again and glorified by
the Holy Ghost the Sanctlficr" (De Litertate Christiana). Ibid.,
p. 236.
Carl Henry believes that Fundamentalism must "experience a
rebirth of apostolic passion." Henry, The Uneasy Conscience of
Modern Fundamentalism. (Preface) He thinks that marginal Issues
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Catholicism won a "decision11 in its bout with Modernism. De
cisions are not always convincing or victorious.

It is an open

question as to whether Papal Bulls settle issues or simply drive
them under cover to fester and ultimately weaken the organism from
within* Did Fundamentalism lose or win in its controversy with
Modernism? Certainly Fundamentalism was thrown, quite intact, out
from the center of religious and theological concerns of the world,
to the periphery of the real issues, where it is now forgotten by
everyone but those in it. Can it be compared to the conservative,
orthodox, correct Antiochian school in ancient days — a school
which simply was brushed to the sidelines to die, by the less
correct, less orthodox, actually modernistic Alexanderian school
which kept contact with the vital issues of the day? The comparison

have been pit in the place of centrality and that we have needlessly
invited criticism and even ridicule, by * tendency . . . to parade
secondary and even obscure aspects of our position as necessary
frontal phases of our view (Preface). Fundamentalist preachers are
almost silent about social evils (p. 18). Fundamentalism has "failed
to" develop the grand social implications of its message (p. 28).
In revolting against the Social Gospel it also revolted against the
Christian social imperative (p. 52). This unwillingness to join
hands with other agencies for the lifting of human ills has caused
the Fundamentalist to be dropped from the program, and yet the
ministry in which he engages is often made possible by the work of
the Federal Council which he rejects (p. 37). The hesitancy to
preach the Kjjigdom now message, he believes, is to fail to follow
Jesus' example. It is the relevance of the redemptive message
today, that we need so desperately (Chap. 17). The problem is not
finding another vital message "but rather of giving the redemptive
word a proper temporal focus" (p. 65)*
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is not altogether without point*
For decades fundamentalism has proved itself impotent
to change the theological and ecclesiastical scene. Its
lack of influence has relegated it to the peripheral and
subsidiary movements of Protestantism* Wherever funda
mentalism and modernism came into test in a theological
struggle, fundamentalism lost every major battle in the
historical field* It has demonstrated little power to
crack the social situation challenging the church today.
The motivating loyalty to fundamentalism on the part of
many Christians lies in its orthodoxy, its faithfulness to
the Word of God* However, the judgment of history on
fundamentalism is that it has failed*
There are several reasons for the Fundamentalists’ failure
to win real victories.
in Raima’s new book.

One of them is mentioned (among others)

The deficiency, he says,

was that of an improper spirit. Too frequently ortho
doxy fought the critic with sarcasm or vilification or
denunciation* This too often involved a similar treat
ment of the facts of science* Such a strategy was
futile.2
To the particular point of interest in this study is the opinion of
this writer that one of the most important failures lay in the Funda
mentalists * dependency upon abstract argument* The most beautiful
logical system stands impotent before living facts* The Fundamentalist
is able to conjure up syllogisms and formulas and self-evident prin
ciples and logicalities and manipulation of evidence to resolve any
Biblical discrepancy anyone can produce, or for any doctrine he desires

^Harold John Ockenga, "Theological Education,” Bulletin of
Fuller Theological Seminary, Vol* IV, No. U.
^Ramm, The Christian View of Science and Scripture, p. 21*
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to present.

But it is hard to remecfoer all the devious turns in

the system if it is not reviewed very often and it is distressing
to note the lack of attention to these details, in the face of the
common man wanting an answer, within the time allotment of his
attention span.

The Bible itself, reduced its arguments to facts

one could see and feel and experience. When all the verities of
Christian truth are highly complex rationalizations and remote
abstractions which make no practical difference to daily life, they
cannot stand up before the demonstrations of science or the needs of
men.

Christianity is primarily a life, not logic* Jesus was a man,

not an idea.

Redemption is a very practical matter, with dynamic

life implications• It is the Lordship of Christ, not merely a
philosophy to be accepted.
Modernism in Revolt
Modernism was met by a third major foe. This antagonist was
one of its own carefully nourished children who turned on its parent
in an hour of disillusionment.
Modernism in France*

Catholicism met and dispatched

Fundamentalism met and permitted itself to be

pushed off the center of the stage by Modernism in America.

Neo-

Orthodoxy met and "chastised" Modernism, first in Switzerland in the
person of Karl Barth, and then everywhere where Modernism had gained
a foothold in religion.

Catholicism had fought off Modernism's

HiU
threat to its authority.

Fundamentalism had sought to protect its

orthodoxy against Modernism's academic freedom. Barth challenged
Modernism on the point of God's Revelation to man.

Modernism has

lost its ground for special revelation in its identification of
the divine and human and in a consequent morass of relativism.
“The only absolute that remained was that of John Dewey's 'Absolute
ly no Absolute.*

It was this extremity of historical relativism

• . . that proved Neo-Orthodoxy's opportunity."1
Modernism's conception of God's immanence and the inevitabil
ity of progress, man's natural goodness, gradual perfectibility,
and its view of the Bible as the word of man, was challenged by a
return to the classic Protestant doctrines of God's transcendence,
man *8 sin and justification by faith, and a return to the Bible
as the Word of God. Barth's Epistle to the Romans, became a mani
festo of the new movement, in its early days.

Neo-Orthodoxy, as

Barth called it, spread, first through Bail Brunner to the United
States who parted theological company with Barth, and then in various
forms in the United States and Europe. Each leader prefers his own
title for his position.

Each takes a distinctive theological stand.

Only the analysis of the most common attitudes toward the Bible
among them can be attempted here and the title most in keeping with

^Paul King Jewelt, Emil Brunner's Concept of Revelation
(London* James Clark and Cpopaqy, ltd., 195&), p. 81
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that general attitude, Neo-Supermturalism, will be used*
Reo-Supematuralism on the surface seems to "cut across the
modern mood somewhat in the spirit of the Biblical tradition.
It rejects the Kantian agnosticism regarding the superphenoraenal.
It defies Modernism’s immanent God.

It singles out the Schlei8rmachian

"consciousness theology" for particular attack.

It says God speaks

to man, for man cannot by searching discover God.

Man is a sinner

and stands under the awful judgment of God* But God is not available
to man because He belongs to a qualitatively different order than does
man.

He is Wholly Other. He breaks obliquely into man’s world, like

a flash of lightening, demanding moral and spiritual decision.

It

is not an "experience," as the modernist understood in his world of
eternal continuity, it was an "existential" event, completely dis
continuous with an orderly world.

Revelation, in this view, is

restored to Protestant status, in that (1) a wholesome separation
is established between God and man, and (2) the ocoasion for a special
contact is made necessary and (3) the initiative of a personal, holy
God in making the self-disclosure, is demanded. The Bible is
properly termed the Word of God because in the entire Bible, not
simply in parts of it, does revelation occur. Revelation takes
place in the very words of Scripture.

There is a dynamic charge of

■^Carl F. H. Henry, The Protestant Dilemma
B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 19h9)t p. 3^.

(Grand Rapids s Wm.
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God's special revelation in connection with the Bible. All of this
is in direct opposition to Modernism's view of the Bible. But
before we examine the result in Modernistic thinking it will be well
to compare the view with the more orthodox view of Scripture*
The name of the movement, Neo-Supernaturalism, suggests the
point of departure.

This school of thought is supernaturalistic but

conceived in a way uncongenial to traditional Christianity*

If Luther

and Calvin seemed to have held it as the Seo-Supernaturalists say,
the impression probably has resulted from their reaction to Catholic
and nystical familiarity with God (each in its own way) which was
repulsive to both Reformers* The idea, according to Barth, came from
Sbren Kierkegaard's conception of the "qualitative difference between
time and eternity."-*- In a crude way the difference between parallel
lines and crossed lines would illustrate what he means* God and the
supernatural are so different that it is really useless to try to
speak of one in the language of the other* Man's world is historical
to him, or related to his level of existence. God's world is “beyond
history,” not temporally but "escbatologically,M on another level of
existence, or a promise* The two existences are in no way related
or relatable. But God can and has and does cut across man's world
in judgment.

Man knows this has occurred but he cannot grasp the

Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans (London* Oxford Univ
ersity Press, 1933), Preface to second edition, (1922), p* 10*
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ocoasion to hold it and axaari.no it*

It does not become a part of

his equipment* This "revelation” is fresh and new, never static or
second-hand* Anything which accommodates itself to the natural
order ceases to be revelation.
it reveals nothing to anyone*

It may be a record of revelation but
Revelation is never finished, never

propositional, never even actually experienced*

Man, in reality,

never "knows" God for God is never object, but always subject, he
is rather, "known by" God and in that situation cooes into existence,
God crowds in on man, wholly on His a m terms*1
With this as a background it is obvious that Neo-Supernaturalism
considers orthodoxy wrong when it equates Scripture with toe Word of
God, and absolutizes the words and sentences as themselves God's
revelation, finished and accessible to all men* Divine things must
be experienced directly* But experience in any mystical sense is
also rejected as “holy psychological datum," not -valid as revelation*
There is no Subjective criterion in nysticism by which to identify
God from demons* Barth's encounter with the Word of God is activis-

2

tic,

not on man's part but on God's part* Revelation is God

acting*

^Cornelius Van Til, The New Modernism (Philadelphia: The
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1&6)

2

John McConnachie, The Barthian Theology and the Man of Today
(New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, ly33)» P« &0*
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This view is counter to the Reformer’s view in that they took
the Bible, as a direct revelation in history, completely for granted.
To Barth, a historical event as a basis of faith is a contradiction
in terras. If the "incarnation* could be historically proved, revel
ation and faith would cease to exist.
Barth’s doctrine of the Word of God, then, is not a doctrine
of Scripture, as such, far the activism of God speaking, is both a
continuing and therefore an incomplete process, and also that which
is incapable of being identified with ax$r phenomenal object. The
emphasis is on the speaking God, primarily, and not on the One who
has spoken. We confront the Ward of God in preaching and the sacra
ments in so far as there are repetitions of the Bivine Promise.

On

the ground of the Word which God has spoken, directions is given in
His Church . . . to the Word which He . . . will speak.
The Word is found also in Scripture, the written Word, which
is not revelation itself, but a "concrete form of the Churches*
memory of God’s past revelation."
In the event of Revelation it becomes the word of
God. The Bible cannot be abstracted from the activity
of God, by Whose power it becomes ever again His Word*
He is not bound to His word, but His word is bound to
him#*

^Ibid., p.

60.

^Ibid., p. 61.
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Scripture is one of the tokens of revelation* Tokens are
syntools or legends of the miraculous, such as the Virgin Birth and
the Empty Tomb. Scripture reports these important legands. The Old
Testament as anticipation and the New Testament as recollections
form the Holy Scriptures. Holy Scripture as such is
not the revelation. Ant! yet Holy Scripture is the
revelation, if and in so far as Jesus Christ speaks to
us through the witness of His prophets and apostles.
True, there has never been a single person who for his
part could honestly say that he has heard Jesus Christ
speak equally clearly in every part and pared of the
Scriptures . . . There are large portions of Holy
Scripture in which they have not yet heard the voice of
Jesus Christ . . . But only in Scripture* \a far as we
know, can Jesus Christ speak to us again.
Barth also seeks, behind Scripture for, "the Revealed Word" or God's
Son who is identical with the Ward* This Word is a personal and
private event, a "spiritual speech," directed to individuals, but
it cannot be spoken of, for it is a secret revealed only in terms of
the actual event of God speaking. The Word of God, identified as
it is with Jesus Christ, makes us contemporaries with all Christians
of all ages.

It is the "eternal movement in the present.” The

Word is "God-with-us."^
It is also a Deed — a decision. God forces a crisis upon
man but it is God's decision and always good. The Word, as hidden,

^Karl Barth, Chapter II, in Revelation, ed. by John Baillie
and Hugh Martin, pp. 67-68.
^McConnachie, The Barthian Theology, p. 65.

seems to mean that revelation, taking place as it must in the cosmos
which is the realm of sin and opposition to God, is distorted by the
cosmos. We can see only one side of a thing, never enough to
systematise it. Scripture is then, but a witness to revelation,
never revelation itself.

It is a human word, written by one who had

experienced revelation, but being human, it is always much less than
perfect.

Revelation is always known but the receptical is never so.

God never changes, but men do. Because men change, what they have
written is dated. The Scriptures are not without error, but the
Revelation of which they speak, is without error.

Inerrancy can only

be spoken of the "Word became Flesh."
Jesus Christ is supremely the Word of God translated
into our human flesh and speech and if we are. to speak
of plenary inspiration it cam only be of Him.1
Revelation is never impersonal —

just the expression of truths or

ideas, but the confrontation of a "thou* addressed to an "I."

"The

Word of God does not lie in the Bible in any static form,** but
becomes (tod's word to us so far as God allows it to become.

The

Bible "finds” us (not we, It), and ever and anon, becomes to us, the
Word of God, constituting a "permanent occasion of crisis."
Revelation includes the gift to receive it.

1Tbid.> p. 106.

"In other words,
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revelation is revelation only when by the Spirit it gets through
to Hen." Scripture then, is not revelation but the "permanent
possibility of revelation.n^
Barthianism, as just described, is a strange mixture of
truth and error* This reviewer appreciates the emphasis on the
majesty of God and His Mothernessn in comparison to man*

Man is

not a part of divinity in the sense of metaphysical continuity so
that he need stand in no awe before his Maker*

The emphasis on

Revelation in contrast to discovery is proper and central to
Christianity.

In the writer’s opinion, the rejection of an autono

mous, independent status for Scripture, is right*

The Word of God

as a Living, personal encounter between man and God, not simply a
static object has a measure of truth in it which has been quite
rejected since Reformation days*

Verbally, at least, the place

given to the Word as Christ, a personal Word is superb* But, Barth
is not an evangelical in the proper sense of that term* Semanti
cally speaking, and that is the chief concern of this study, Barth
does not mean by evangelical words what evangelicals moan* Barthlans
and Evangelioals cannot "converse" intelligibly for toe reason that
each conies to these terms with a different context of reference*
The issue is again metaphysical, or in a conception of the nature of

^Hugh R* Macintosh, Types of Modern TheologyI Schleiermacher
to Barth (London* Nisbet and Company, Y#td., l9h9)t p* 282.
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reality. This time toe key word is revelation and not actually
miracle because, in Barth’s world there is no place for a real
miracle*

There is no place for miracle because the natural world

cannot accommodate the "stuff” of the supernatural. Revelation
cuts through toe natural, and leaves no trail. It cannot accommodate
Itself to the natural. It cannot add to nature* Barth maintains
toe "one-i»y” passage, toe monergistie direction of revelation, but
puts it beyond the comprehension of man, besides* Man is scare that
he has been experienced by God and so has encountered the revelation
event, but the knowledge of that event is not his, for he was toe
abject not the subject of toe event* The object cannot be the sub
ject, else God would take on the "untranscendent" status of being
the object of knowledge, and so weald cease to be God. Therefore
man cannot carry away with him any permanent souvenir of the occasion*
Be may tell what natural, historical surroundings he was in when the
event occurred, but this could never be revelation either to him or
to others*

Revelation is a divine act, rooted in the very on-going

being of God.

One wonders if even an awareness does not leave some

knowledge.
This radical bifurcation of the supernatural from the natural
raises questions. They are simple questions. What dees super
natural, in Barth’s sense, mean? Is it a real existence or is it an
idea only? If it is real, what evidence do we have, revelatlonal or
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experiential to substantiate the claims that are mads? It cannot
be known by revelation because no supernatural revelation can result
in human knowledge, therefore, to say it is by revelation is a con
tradiction in terms* It may, on the other hand, be an event but it
is not experienoable, according to Barth's teaching, and if it were,
"subjective psychological datum" has no criterion for determining
the source of the stimulous and if it did it would only describe the
sensations, not the source* We cannot verify the claim by experience,
then, even if we did experience revelation*

Revelation must then,

be an idea* But if the supernatural is so qualitatively other, no
idea of it can be formulated*

In fact, how is it to be spoken of at

all? We are driven to the conclusion that if man cannot carry any
thing away with him of the revelation event since he is merely the
object of it, he cannot even speak of it without "none-sense* and
meaninglessness and the Bible an a record of it would be impossible.
The Bible then cannot be revelation as it is a purely human
book, subject to all the errors of men's understanding of the
revelational events they went through*
understanding, not of God's disclosure*

It is a record of men's
Interpretation, in Barth's

system would include a grammatical approach, not a historical grasp,
because history, as such obscures any revelation.

In this view the

Bible as a human bode is utterly divorced from the Bible as a divine
revelation.

It is possible to regard it exactly like the Modernists

1&
regard it, and that is precisely what is done*

The only difference

is that Barthians make the Bible the meeting place between God and
man*

It is the rendezvous, the occasion place, and that alone*

Actually, neo-supematuralism has neither seriously challenged
Modernism's Bible or Modernism's metaphysics.

Its Bode is just as

inert as Modernism's human book and it cannot defend its transcen
dent God because it has no eplstemological equipment to know
whether there be such a God or no, by way of revelation or experience*
Semantically, Barthian terminology is confusing to a tradition
alist in theology or philosophy. Revelation which ordinarily means
disclosure, in Barthianism seems essentially not to refer to an
addition to human knowledge but only to God's activity* Revelation
does not add anything to nature exempt Christ's person* The affir
mation of God, as personal and holy and "Other" cannot be made on
theoretical or empirical grounds* The Word of God is not a written
or spoken language, but is God acting* God acting is simply one
side of a two faceted event* When God acts man is saved* God does
not act in a vacuum cr in vain* Decision, therefore, is not a
human reaction but God's initiative* We scarcely grasp the meanings
of old familiar terms in the new setting*
This severe criticism does not mean to Imply that Barth's
rediscovery of the "new world of the Bible was negligible* Actually,
it wae one of the most revolutionary and far-reaching impulses in the
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history of the Bible. But may vre say that it •was the inconsistency
of the movement, that made it alive? The Bible was read and the
contents noted, and in the light of it, man’s sinful status was
revealed, as well as his need for redemption. The streams of theolo
gical thought flowing from Barthianism have taken the Bible seriously,
a trend of events that has "antiquated Modernism," an ironical situa
tion*
Reinhold Niebuhr’s attitude toward the Bible expresses very
well the major Neo-Supematuralistic usage of it* He said it was
to be taken "seriously but not literally.The Bible as symbol is
not the worst method of interpretation which history has disclosed
t,o us. The worst, possibly, was the unrestrained allegorical fantasy*
Symbolic interpretation has Scriptural precedent, as much of the
Book of Daniel and Revelation clearly shows (as well as many other
passages)* Symbolism has the advantage of expressing truths in
picture language, more vividly and meaningfully than in prosaic
words. But with all the advantage of symbolic interpretation it is
a recognised fact that Christianity is a historic religion and it
is the lack of the historic sense that vitiates neo-supematuralism
as a theology, -whatever may be said for it as a philosophy.
Taking Brunner’s juggling of the words Reason and Revelation

^Reinhold Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man (Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1953)*
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and adding a point or tiro to it we can characterise these schools
of thought succinctly*

Catholicism and Reformation theology speak

of Reason and Revelation*

Philosophy precedes Revelation* Modern

ism speaks of Reason, alone*

Revelation is a misnomer* Barth speaks

of Revelation. There is no philosophy in connection with theology*
Brunner speaks of Revelation and Reason*

"We do not begin our

inquiry with reason and then work up to revelation, but, as a believ
ing Church, we begin our inquiry with revelation and then work out
wards to reason*"1 Brunner, then, champions revelation before reason,
upholds the validity of general revelation against Barth's destroyed
image of God and contends for the crucial!ty of the incarnation for
Theism.
The failure of liberalism was rooted in the fact that it was
predisposed against a God who intervenes in the world or in history* 2
The Bible was not taken seriously*

Neo-Supematuralism put God back

into the affairs of men* God, now, is conceived as a God who judges
and redeems the world*
Modernism and Today's Theology
Modernism has been traced through its attack on Catholic
Church authority, and through its attack by Fundamentalism and into

^Emil Brunner, Revelation and Reason, trans* dive Wyon
(Philadelphia* The WestminsterPress, 19^6), p. IX*
^T. W. Manson, "The Failure of Liberalism to Interprets the Bible
as the Word of God," The Interpretation of the Bible (London: S.P.C.K.,
19UO, p. 95.
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its enervating civil ear, out of which developed a new interest in
the Scriptures and a Biblical theology. We have spoken of Modernism
(1) as having been driven under cover by the Catholics, (2) as having
driven the Fundamentalist spirit to the sidelines and (3 ) as having
itself been antiquated by Neo-Supernaturelism. But Modernism, as
an attitude, does not die*

In one respect Modernism has served and

does now serve Christianity very well, and that is in its perennial
passion to bring the Bible into the vernacular. Always, this urgency
to break with obsolete, "sacred" languages, has been met with stout
resistance in the Church*

Jerome was a modernist for putting the

Greek text into Latin* Erasmus was a modernist for recovering the
Greek text* Any tampering with the Vulgate has been rejected as a
modernistic impulse by the Catholics, at least until recently.

It

took many years before the King James translation became an author
ised version in practice, though the King has authorised its usage.
The Revised Standard Version is yet regarded as the work of modern
ists in some quarters in spite of the fact that its very wide sales
indicate that it is now read by a great audience. But it may be
said that the result in each of these cases and numbers of others
which might be mentioned was some sort of a "revival" of the
religious impulse.
of Modernism.

Today, there is a resurgence of the right kind

It is expressed recently as a need to bring "faith

into relationship with realities and Reality," which can demonstrate

1$8
that "Christianity is relevant to jjour] situation and can be spoken
in language with which [wel are f a m i l i a r . S o far as a Biblecentered interest is concerned, religious modernism could be classi
fied as (1 ) the liberal, whose head is "bloody but unbowed," as
(2) the "chastened" liberal, as (3 ) the conservative who accepts,
within reason the findings of modem Biblical scholarship, "some
would see a theological interpretation of the Bible, not created
independently of modern scientific research, but resting firmly on
it,"* and (U) the ultra-conservative, who does not feel that it is
necessary to adjust the Bible to the new day*

It is that emphasis,

among these groups, common to all that must interest us, namely the
return to a Biblical theology. Brunner characterises the new school
of thought as one which wishes to be free from an "orthodox-confessional
theory" or from the "orthodox traditional view of Scripture and free
to return to a "Biblical understanding of revelation."

This tendency,

says Brunner, has approval "for the first time in the history of
theology fin thatj revelation, in its whole historical reality,
became the object of theological reflection."-^ This schoel of

^"Norman W. Pittinger, "The Rethinking of the Christian Message,"
Religion in Life (Winter 195U-1955), PP» 67-68.
^Rowley, Interpretation, (Vol. I, Ho. 1), p.
^Brunner, Revelation and Reason, p. 11.
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thought, no longer identifies revelation with infallible verbal
expressions, but goes back of the words, to the facts and meanings•
There has arisen a new theology of revelation.1 Carl Henry
describes the same mood of thought. He says that the raid-twentieth
century theology, in every quarter has a common interest in revela
tion, even the renewed insistence on special revelation. But the
center of controversy is over the content of revelation.
There are a number of ideas of revelation.
thought of as “propositional," or words only.
communication, or as thought as well as words*
God acting.
love.

Revelation is

It is conceived as
It Is decision or

It is law to obey, or it may be the divine icqaulse to

It may have been applicable only to the contemporary situa

tion or as prophetic of a future situation.

It may be related to

material or to spiritual things. But in any case there is a deep
conviction that the Bible must speak today to our need, and theolo
gies that fail to relate God to life and to life's problems will be
"shunted to a siding*1 and put out of service as all useless theories
have always been. The most forceful and convicting plea from
conservative circles to come from the press in recent years, to the
author's knowledge, is Bernard Rama's book. The Christian View of

1Ibid., p. 12.
^Henry, The Protestant Dilemna, p. U3»
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Science and Scripture, in which he points out fearlessly the failure
of an older Fundamentalism which failed to cone to grips with facts,
and disqualified itself for today*s respect*
not only of religion but of scholarship*

He pleads for a revival

CHAPTER T
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CHAPTER V
SUMMAHT AND AmUSJS
OF THE HISTCOT OF INTERPRETATION

7/e are now prepared to suggest an answer to the question;
what did our Christian forefathers mean by the terns they used in
relation to a doctrine of Scripture? In the first place, through
out history the Scriptures have had a place of centrality for the
Church. They have been considered authoritative. Throughout the
various theories of Inspiration and methods of interpretation there
has run the deep consciousness that Scripture was the very life of
the Church. Interpretation has always been the bond between the
sacred documents and Its ongoing life. This observation Includes
the fact that the Bible was always, up until modern times, at least,
considered to be uniquely inspired by God. There have been a number
of theories of inspiration, but back of them all the profound convic
tion that Scripture was God's word to men in an absolutely unique
sense. This conviction has dominated every method of interpretation.
The Palestinian and Alexandrian Jews, Philo, Origen, Augustine, the
Schoolmen, Luther, Calvin, the post-Reforraation Protestants and
Catholics, and most of Christendom down to the present day, including
the Liberal, the Neo-Orthodox, Calvinists, Wesleyans, Lutherans,
Arminians, Fundamentalists, Conservatives, Evangelicals, Neo-Evangeli
cals, among others, and a host of unclassiflable theological "mavericks,

all stand with bowed head and humbled heart before the Word of God.
Some of these have attempted to formulate a doctrine of inspira
tion which would define orthodoxy or which would merely describe
the faith which men had in the Word.

Others, among most of the

groups, preferred to declare a faith in the fact of divine inspira
tion, but prefer not to become too specific about the manner of
inspiration. Relatively few Christians have dogmatised about
inspiration, and practically no scholars have done so. Practically
all Christian writers have used terms to refer to inspiration which
sound to us like some form of mechanical dictation. Language has
been extravagant at this point. The Bible was the Word of God in the
most literal sense; its doctrines were true and without error and the
book was of the highest authority. But when this has been said we
are faced with the paradoxical fact that in no case, up until the
post-reformation time was verbal inerrancy associated with the
individual words of Scripture (except during the pre-Christian era
when the Jew worshipped the very letters of the Law). We make this
judgment on the strength of the testimony left us of the actual
usage the Fathers made of the Scripture. As we have seen, they
felt free to criticise, misquote, alter, eliminate words, verses,
books, and to interpret in a way that did violence to any idea of a
verbally sacred book. Augustine was unable to become a Christian
until he discovered the allegorical method of interpreting the GELd

Testament* To him a literal sense was unworthy of God* Neither
Luther nor Calvin felt tied to a verbal accuracy but applied personal
criteria to the Bible to determine the truthfulness and inspiration
of the book* Neither believed that the book of Revelation eas in
spired. Even the Creeds almost unanimously affirmed the perfection
and authority of Scripture to be in its doctrines* and not specifically
in its individual words. This is in no way* yet* a judgment as to
whether divine authority can be maintained apart from a divinely
inerrant text* but is only an observation that* on the basis of his
torical evidence* the two ideas were not equated through history*
The second observation is in respect of interpretation.

On

the one hand* interpretation* in relating Scripture to life has been
the modernistic emphasis. It has seldom been self-consciously
modernistic* but by its very exercise has certainly been

bo

.

Even

in epochs when inspiration was thought to be the most pure word of
God* even to the point of Bibliolatry* where the physical book itself
was sacred, interpretation reached its arms about God and man in an
effort to bring them together — a real modernistic impulse* But on
the other hand* always* possibly without exception, interpretive
methods have interposed themselves between God and man* Interpreta
tion has been both a bridge and a barrier* We will venture the
dogmatic statement that the Bible* in the Church* with the exception
of one short period* that of the Reformation proper* has never spoken
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directly to man. Men have never been able to lay their ears against
•the Book to listen to its message with the blessing of the Church. If
controlling principles for allegorising have not intervened, tradition
and dogma have determined the interpretation. When tradition was cast
off, Church Creeds took its place and became dogmatic philosophical
presuppositions. Wolfgang Schweitzer’s challenge, "Who is Lord of the
Bible?" strikes a painful sore in the Christian conscience. Haroack
was right when he said that a divine revelation required a divinely
authorized interpreter.

Of course, by this he meant that since no

human agency could provide that kind of interpretation we are not to
assume the divine revelation. But the fact remains that, in the history
of the Church, the practical consequence of a "high" theory of inspiration
has always been a sacerdotal interpretation standing between man and the
word. This was true in relation to the Jewish law which demanded the min
istration of the scribes to apply the precepts of the Law to the daily
life. It is demonstrated again in the decrees of the Council of Trent
which ascribed such absolute perfection to the Scriptures as to demand the
divine interpretation of the Church as Christ’s own voice. It should be
noted that this decree is the first example in Christian history of an
affirmation of mechanical perfection of the Bible which in this case
was the Latin Vulgate, notorious for its unreliable textual structure.
Rather than an asset to the Christian conscience it became a liability
because it separated men from the personal contact with the Word.

165
Significantly enough, this decree followed closely on the basin of
the invention of printing which was providing a way for the common
man to own and read for himself the sacred book. The few Confessions
that specified mechanical perfection of the Bible, also tend to
authorise interpretation and to confuse it with the inerrancy of the
text* This was especially noticable during the Fundamentalist con
troversy*
The third observation is in relation to the methods of inter
pretation against corresponding theories of inspiration. The more
supernatural the Bible is considered to be, and the less it is related
to human authorship, the more the allegorical methods of interpreta
tion become the acceptable approach to it* And this is logically
proper* Communication with such a Book accommodates itself to a
sort of gnostic philosophy. The deepest understanding must, of
necessity, be mystical and inexpressible. And, we may say, to the
extent that the Book is considered supernatural, allegory is proper,
if adequately controlled* We cannot ignore the Scriptural warrant
for it*
It is commonly understood that basically, 'toe soundest method
of interpretation begins with a respect for the grammatical and
historical Implications of literature* But it is well to note that
this method logically demands a reduction in the "height" of the
view of inspiration for it reduces toe revelation to the categories
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of human literature. It raises the question as to whether
"special revelation," supernaturally perfect, can be understood
in the same manner that natural revelation is received and under
stood. If the revelation in Scripture can yield its secret to
imperfect men by way of the common lams of literary interpretation,
alone, it must Itself have partaken of the limitations of the
natural and human. Grammatical interpretation is consistent
with a "higher" view of inspiration than toe historical method
of interpretation. Grammatical precision shows a greater respect
for toe literal word of Scripture than the historical sensitive
ness can possibly show. The Church has scarcely ever been com
pletely devoid of the grammatical exegete. But literary exegesis
did not rest on the historical sense. Historical interpretation
has undergone changes through toe centuries. The Antiochian mean
ing of historical was a corrective to the norv-historical Alexandrian
method. It simply meant that toe biblical revelation had historical
reality rather than losing itself in a shadowy world of syatooilo.1
In other words, toe literal meaning which all could comprehend was

^Robert M. Grant. The Bible in toe Church (Sew York: The
Macmillan Company, 191*3), p. 76.'
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distinguished from the secret meanings to the initiate, only. Later,
historical came to mean, as in the Reformation, that Scripture was
originally spoken in a historical situation — that real people had
spoken and written in connection with real events. There was some
true regard, theoretically at least, especially in Calvin, for the
fact of progressive revelation and the accommodation of revelation
to the comprehension of the people. Historical interpretation in the
nineteenth century came to mean that the Bible was to be read entirely
in the light of its contemporary cultural milieu. But, common to all
interpretations, beyond the Antiochean conception of historical, is
the explicit understanding that the literal word has been environ
mentally conditioned and that the true meaning of it cannot be
determined apart from some measure of vicarious participation in
that condition. Wherever this method of interpretation is used, a
less rigid view of inspiration than the supernatural perfection of
words, is assumed. To unite the idea of verbal inerrancy and an
interpretation which respects the historical situation is a logical
contradiction and has never been able to maintain itself for long.
The fourth observation arises out of these three. Terms like
verbal inspiration, inerrancy and infallibility are not encountered
before the Confessional period, as they are now used. Historians in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries use these terms in describing
the views of the Fathers back as far as Qrigen and beyond. But in
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reviewing the literature on the history of interpretation two diver
gent judgments are made which can be confusing to a student* One
will say, as Farrar does, of Orlgen and Clement, "both regarded the
Bible as verbally inspired,8 and another will say, "the Church never
held a view of verbal inerrancy*8 To anticipate the discussion on
Semantics in the next chapter, we nay say here, that great care must
be exercised as we read the works of historians as well as of the
original works of toe Fathers that our own personal or cultural
connotations of the words are not read back into the works of an
earlier day* Farrar*s judgment as well as that of the other wrltere,
is an interpretation and must be understood to be such, It results
in a fallacious understanding to project the associations which make
up the meaning of a term, into another context of associations. The
term verbal inspiration acquiring a particular flavor of emotional
and historical and religious and controversial characteristics, did
nut mean to Farrar in 1886, all that it means to us, and to project
the accumulation of one to two thousand years of usage into New
Testament words is obviously to misrepresent and distort the concept
we wish to clarify. It is not difficult to cam to a fair under
standing of the views of the Church regarding inspiration* The
study, thus far, in comparing expressed affirmations of inspiration
with the handling of Scripture in practice, has uncovered the fact
that no

held a theory of verbal inerrancy comparable to the

169
twentieth century American view as expressed in the Fundamentalist
controversy*

Of all the Creedal families, only the Catholic and Oalvinis-

tic branch spelled out the theory in any germinal way* Even the West
minster Confession is less explicit than the early twentieth century
exposition of it* It strongly affirms Biblical authority and complete
ness and its source in God but not its verbal inerrancy except by
implication* Therefore, when terms are used by Origen and Augustine
and Calvin, which apart from a historical understanding, sound like
the terms we use to describe inspiration, we are in error not -to
rementoer the startling freedom with which all these men handled the
Word of God. Were they inconsistent? If only one or two had done
this, we might say, yes, but when every Father did the same thing we
must conclude that we project a false inconsistency upon them by
forcing them into the pattern of our logic.
A history of the theories of inspiration illustrates the
erroneous judgments that may be made by failing to note the context
of the use of the terms used. Did the Church always believe in an
inerrant text? A good case can be made for the affirmative answer
if no thought is given to meaning. The case receives a setback
when it is remechersd that in the early Christian centuries it was
the very inperfect Greek Septuaglnt translation which was thought
to be verbally inspired. During the Reformation it was the trans
lations which were thought to carry the pure word of God, and which

were the objective authority. When Biblical criticism uncovered the
presence of an impure test the Church, in order to retain confidence
in the trustworthiness of Scripture was forced to retreat to the
abstract idea of an inerrant autograph as the authority for its
doctrine. Autographs, as important to inerrancy and authority, had
never entered the doctrinal concept of the Church in all its history
until the Calvinistic confessions were forced to resort to them in
the face of science.

It would be untrue to fact, then, to say that

the Church has always held to the theory of verbal dictation (in
any of its forms), if we impose the extreme Pundamentailstic content
of meaning on the terras that have been used in other centuries and
conditions. Verbal inspiration meant one thing to Augustine O f he
used the terra), another to Calvin, and an entirely different thing
to the modem church. This in no way reflects cm the propriety of
the use of the term nor its theological truth, but does suggest that
it is not as simple a term to understand as is so often assumed.
A final observation is made. Ho method of interpretation
has been able to do full justice to the spiritual and religious
quality of the Bible. Luther and Calvin came the closest to a
satisfactory system of exegesis in trying to make Scripture terminate,
not in its word but in Christ, the Living Word of God. Such "indefi
nite," somewhat subjective considerations, the explicit laws of
which cannot be pinned down to the point of a regulatory rule, is
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the danger and the challenge with which we, in our day, are left.
It Is a task which only the brave may dure, and only the spiritual
exegete may succeed in accomplishing and yet, a task each indivi
dual Christian must assume if he would hear the voice of his Lord*
Robert Grant says it nicely,
To our mind the correct understanding of exegesis
and its task is that set forth at the Reformation by
Luther and more recently by Wilhelm Dilthey. He calls
the highest type of interpretation "divination," and
argues that it "has always an element of genius, i.e.,
it reaches a high degree of perfection only through
inner affinity and sympathy*"!
This is not a recession to ancient untenable excesses, but it comes
dose to an understanding of the intangible wealth of the Bible
that the more logical methods completely miss*
The suggestion has been made in this study that the interpre
tive devices used by Christian thinkers through the centuries have
been prompted, consciously or otherwise, by a desire to do justice
to the strange spiritual dynamic in Scripture which defies descrip
tion* The Greek and Roman fathers thought they could do it justice
best by allegorising. Even Luther and Calvin whose ideas for
interpretation were so high, in practice resorted to other methods
in an attempt to do justice to it* It Is the conviction of the
writer that these methods of interpretation were not to be explained
entirely by saying that these men were children of their age — that
^Grant, The Bible in the Church, p. U*
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we cannot expect as much from them as may be demanded of us. There
is a real measure of truth in all of this, but it must not be for
gotten that they were not men of childish intellect or shoddy
scholarship. The fact remains, as has been pointed out, that the
basic doctrinal insights permanently relevant to the Christian church
were born and developed in these very centuries. The highest Chrlstological formulas came out of the "fanciful" Alexandrian atmosphere.
Soteriologieal theories informing Christian doc-brine today were
developed in the "arid" rationalism of the Scholastic period and
it may not be untrue to fact to say that the modern period using the
better interpretive methods has neither improved on the older doc
trines nor has it been significantly more active in developing
Biblical doctrines, acceptable to the majority of Christian people.
A number of deductions could be made at this point, but only one is
important to this study and it will now be expressed as the hypothesis
which seems to do justice to that which we know. The concern! of
the Church has always been to do justice to the spiritual dynamic
of Scripture by means of some type of interpretation. No formal
msthod yet devised has been able to capture that dynamic. As
men were true to the insights given by a diligent study of the Scrip
tures, eternal truth has broken through, regardless of what method
of interpretation was habitually used by the men concerned. This
does not justify inferior hermeneutical practice in aay age, nor
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does it account for good doctrine on that basis, much less give
this age liberty to be careless in this most important area of
theological work, but it does point up toe fact that there is a
"more" to Scripture than any theory of inspiration and method of
interpretation has yet been able to pin down into a rational system.
If toe Bible is to be a living force in human life some way will
have to be provided to bridge toe very deep gulf between an ancient
book and modem men. In other words, the Bible's authority is at
stake. By what right do we (for we do) press the message of the Bible
on others and accept its authority for ourselves? Grammatical and
historical categories of interpretation, as proper as they are, are
impotent to answer this question or to suggest the way out. Great
preaching has always leaped over the boundaries of formal hermeneutics.
Why has the reading of Scripture always produced a conviction for sin
and pointed to a Redeemer? How is it that a book, its youngest author
at least two thousand years removed from us, prompt toe righting of
personal and social wrongs? No other book does this. It is clearly
not a book that imposes any former pattern of culture or government
upon us, though it is couched in toe terms of its contemporary situa
tions. In other words, in what does its authority over us consist?
These observations and questions point up the urgent need for a
philosophy of interpretation which can give an answer and defend it
before toe thoughtful mind.

Interpretation does stand between inspira

tion and a contemporarily relevant book either as a barrier or as a
bridge.

CHAPTER 71
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The study thus far has shown that -various theories of inspira
tion of Scripture have been held -throughout the centuries and that
methods of interpretation have been informed by them and by the
perennial and universal awareness of the relevancy of Scripture to
each era of time and every individual person. This relevancy has
been reflected in interpretation* Interpretation, then, must justify
its right to make the ancient book intimately applicable to the
modern world, and to account for the manner in which it has done so
and does now do so. This inquiry must, as we see, go behind -the
usual approach to the science of hermeneutics and ask a prior question
(suggested in the first chapter)} what do we pre-suppose when we in
terpret, and what are we doing when we interpret the Bible?
The first concern to be clarified is whether or not the Bible
is to be interpreted as any other bode* We believe the answer is
quite simple. Inasmuch as no other literature is considered by
Christians to be binding on the conscience of all men and applicable
to all men, we conclude that it cannot be interpreted as any other
book* There is an extra-literary quality in it which puts it in a
class by itself* Of course, this conclusion does not mean that the
Bible is not to be handled as intelligent literature* Even the most

common good judgment rebels against a violation of the laws of grammar
and history* It is first of all literature* But the Bible is more
than literature* It is a book of religion* But it is more than just
a religious bode* It is the final Christian authority, the book by
ehich (as the Nee Hampshire Confession says), the world is united
under judgment and the book by ehich all men shall be judged. With
these observations before us we realise that there is a philosophical
problem in relation to Biblical exegesis that must be stated whether
it can be fully handled or not* It is this) granting for the mosmnt
a truth that eill later be examined more fully, that the Bible is in
some way a supernatural book — a special revelation — we are eonfronted by the problem of justifying the use of natural cate gorias
of interpretation to unlock its message*

On the face of it, this

study assumes the need for s category of interpretation beyond that
which is normal for purely human literature, and it bases this
assumption on the fact that every Christian epoch has come to its
religious and theological insights amidst methods of interpretation
beyond that which is now considered to be proper for literary analysis.
What do we assume when we interpret any literature? We assume
the existence of a hidden meaning within a milieu of words which is
capable of coming to a new focus in human minds — the same focus
in any intelligent human mind* Aside from the very common problem
of definitions and translations, neither of which is as simple as

we often imagine, interpretation assumes the necessity and possi
bility of transposing Intelligent communication from one medium to
another, from static symbols to living concepts* Some profound
function of mind stands between the tvo, somewhat as an electrical
transformer might step up voltage from the lifeless symbol to the
stimulating meaning* We assume, moreover, that thought can be
reduced to words and that these words can "seal in" the dynamic of
that thought, and be preserved through years, or centuries perhaps,
through language and cultural changes, and that under the right
conditions the original dynamic can be released in the act of
interpretation* Words and grammatical structure become the reservoir
of the dynamic, The meaning is locked in, until an intelligent mind
turns the key and applies that miracle of alcheny which resurrects
life* And, strangely, the written words are not communication, or
significance until the mind does act in this way* Words are not
self-defining*
What do we assume vhen we interpret the Bible? We assume
everything that has been said above but much more* We assume that
divine truth is packed in human words* The Holy Spirit did not
choose to disclose his truth in a supernatural language but in the
vernacular of the day in which he spoke* We assume that -the message
in those words is authoritative for every individual man* In the
case of literature in general, as described in the previous paragraph,
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all that was required of the mind was understanding; in this case a
thorough personal adjustment, morally and socially is required* What
do rules of interpretation have to do with this imperious demand?
If the Bible is simply literature, it is not real revelation, for as
literature only, it can tell no more than something about God and
his ways* As revelation, interpretation must include the ability to
involve the reader in personal relationship to Truth*
All of this has pointed up the areas of investigation with
which we must now be concerned.

(1) Interpretation cannot be meaning

ful unless we understand the medium of interpretation — words. What
is the strength and weakness of words to convey ideas? (2) Interpre
tation cannot be intelligent for the Christian -unless he is aware of
the peculiar and unique areas of meaning which he seeks to integrate.
What does inspiration mean? What about the Bible is supernatural,
spiritual, human, natural? All of these areas are involved* What
is the relationship of one to the other? What does each mean?
(3) Interpretation which relates the supernatural to the natural
man must have access to another category of operation beyond the
grammatical and historical» What is it and how can it be made available?
The Relation of Words to Interpretation
The regulatory question by which all the discussions in this
study are guided has been introduced; what do the -theological terms

178
that we use mean to us? More specifically, we will ask) what do the
terms we use in relation to Biblical exegesis and inspiration mean
to us? If the question were simplyj what do the terms mean? a good
dictionary and theology would be sufficient. A study of word
origins and changes in usage would add considerable richness to the
study. But we are pressing the question back to the personal response
of the theologian and the minister. What is the peculiar coloration
which words, or propositions have for the religious speaker and his
listener? There is a context of implications and emotional responses
coming out of a definite cultural background or group feeling or
personal disposition, which cannot be dismissed in this connection.
Almost all communication takes place in an aura of personal relation
ships, friendly, controversial, propogandistic, instructive, hostile,
or any one or more other moods which gives a decided character to
words beyond the ability or purpose of any dictionary to capture.
What is the significance of the speaking power that we
possess? How does it operate to achieve the understanding which w©
are apt to take so for granted? Much misunderstanding is attributed
to perversity or stupidity or to prejudice. Is this always true?
An answer may help to solve deep breaches in the Christian church.
These questions relate to our theological language and to our
interpretation of Scripture, the two interests of this study. This
pre-dictionary analysis in connection with Biblical interpretation
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is somewhat humorously introduced by an overstated effect by a
recent writer in this field, though it is a sentiment occasionally
heard*
I take the Bible just asit is written, says many
a Christian* Others may continue to twist its mean
ing by their interpretations. I refuse to do anything
of the sort* God's book means exactly what it says*1
But is the problem as simple as this? It will be profitable
to pause for a little session with words, (1 ) as words, and (2 ) as
vehicles of thought. We first askj what is a word? No volitional
human activity is so common and

so taken for granted as thatof

using words* Men awaken in themorning thinking and speaking words
and fall asleep with words slipping out of the mind and off the
tongue* Probably nothing explicitly and implicitly marks the
"great gulf" between the human and the non-human quite so decisive
ly as the power to formulate and use words* Words are not simply
explosions of compressed air, or accidental, perhaps incidental
sounds issuing from the animal larynx under stress of pain or
emotional urgency, but are carefully differentiated and classified
vocal signals serving the highly complex function of purposeful and
intelligent communication and seem to be required to give order to
thought itself* The range of possible qualities and tones of sound

^W* B* Garrison, "The Seaessity and Relativity of Biblical
Interpretation." Interpretation VII, Oct* 1953, P» u26.

180
is limited and subject to precise formulation, but this range is
sufficient to constitute an almost limitless complex of recognisable
variations sufficient to support an unbelievably varied and intricate,
yet meaningful constituent out of which may proceed material for
communication ranging from brief, impulsive, simple, objective
messages to the most elaborate, Involved, technical, exact and
abstract philosophical treatises.
This paper takes a number of strange things completely for
granted. It assumes, first of all, that these typed black marks on
this white paper represent the words which the writer has learned
to associate with certain ideas and that these same ideas will be
suggested, in turn, to the mind of the reader, without loss of
meaning. An intangible purpose or intention, we believe, carries
through from one mind to another via the medium provided by these
black symbols. The assumption made is no less profound for its being
the common one that it is. This simple statement represents the core
concern of much of philosophy, ancient and modem, and every facet
of it would be subject to challenge and debate. It points up the
significance of the human in contrast to the non-human and whatever
it is that makes any difference between the two. We do not write
letters to leopards or books for baboons.
There is an assumption also regarding words, qua words.
This writer makes the naive assumption that the limited number of
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words used in this paper will be understood to produce the proper
meaning in each particular context. In one context a word may have
one significance, in another context, another significance. In
other words, words do not have one meaning only, but any number of
meanings, but only one meaning at a time, so that it is possible by

wise usage to produce such precision of expression as to carry the
single, fairly unambiguous meaning intended in each case. A set
of ten words can be manipulated to carry several completely differ
ent, even contradictory meanings• Take, for instance, the word
paper, already used in two senses in this discussion. It is used to
designate the "stuff these words are written on. It also is used
to designate the entire contents of this composition, and would be
a proper term if the paper were not written on paper but on a piece
of tin sheeting. To carry the illustration further* we speak of
the business firm carrying its own paper, and we instruct the bey
to throw the paper on the porch when it rains and deplore the "scrap
of paper" attitude among nations. To tear paper and to read a
paper lie in different levels of activity. Strangely, there is no
unresolved ambiguity in all these "papers."
Among the mary other unspecified assumptions is one that has
been intruding itself into the first two — that of meaning. What
ever meaning means, and this is by no means the simple thing it is
often taken to mean, the practical assumption of the writer of this
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study is the similar practical assumption of every writer, whether
he produces a simple treatise or the moat sophisticated discussion
on ary subject — namely, that the intention of the writer will be
carried through symbols to the mind of the qualified reader* The
emphasis, hers, is on the intention aspect of meaning* This chapter,
which is intended to be a report on one aspect of philosophy as it
relates to religious problems, will not be understood to be a young
dictionary or a love story* Whether it be well-written or not,
whether proper grammatical formulations (according to conteaqwrajy
English standards) are employed or not, whether the author has a
full understanding of all aspects of the subject cur not, this paper
will be understood as the report it is intended to be* All this
is assumed*
But these assumptions regarding the function, and tools and
intention of the communication act, go by no means unchallenged*
Though these simple elements are granted in practice, they have
become with others equally simple, the matrix out of which is coming
the most important controversial conversations In contemporary
thought* Out of these conversations arise questions which challenge
all traditional thinking, philosophical, scientific, religious* The
critical concern with words is as old as philosophy itself. Seman
tics as a study of word origins is not new* But Semantics in the
contemporary sense is as new and important as Einstein and nuclear
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physics* It involves the possibility of a different approach to
philosophy than that commonly made, and its new definition of
philosophy respectfully requests the traditional definition to take
inventcoy of its ancient concepts.

It asks us to re-evaluate and

defend a theological position which we have long taken for granted
and which we ought to have no fears about opening up for investiga
tion. Bernard Rama quotes H* E. Fosdick with approval, !,A religion
that is afraid of the facts is doomed."'*'
The central concern toward which all other interests point,
directly or indirectly, in this study, is the relation of the Word
of God to problems of interpretation — or the symbol-to-meaning
relation —

or the relation between words and their meanings* Can

the Word be contained in a word? Of course, the question immediate
ly arises as to whether or not words are symbols of something or are
that something itself* Is meaning intrinsically in the objective
word or does an interpretive function of a mind operate somewhere
between the written word and the meaning? Is meaning in the objec
tive word or in the interpreting mind? Is there a necessary relation
ship between correct grammar and logical formulation, and the structure
of reality? All these related questions lie behind this quest for
clarity*

^Bernard Ramm, The Christian View of Science and Scripture
(Grand Rapids* Wm. E.^Eardmns, 1^5&), pT’163*

There seems to be no good reason for hesitancy in assuming
that words are symbols. The word "dog" is not a dog but a verbal
symbol for one. The very acknowledgment of the need for interpre
tation of the Bible is testimony to the symbolic nature of words.
In the absence of the thing spoken of, words call the mind’s atten
tion to the abject, so that communication may proceed about it.
But words must come under some discipline. In the first place,
words as symbols must refer to something which both speaker and
listener (or reader) agree upon. This "referent" as the modern
semanticista call it, must be either an object or an idea and it
must be known whether the referent is the one or the other, if
meaningful communication is experienced. Men have less trouble
with misunderstanding when a concrete object is the subject under
discussion, than when ideas are the subject. Besides the lack of
uniformity in each mind about the idea, there arises the problem of
imagining the idea to be a "real." It may be, butt not necessarily
so. Kant illustrates this by the example of the one hundred dollar
bill which a man may imagine to be in his pocket. If It isn’t there
no Idea of it will produce one. If ideas cannot be pinned down to
some reality (in this case the bill), the human mind is subject to
illusion and deception.
Words, as symbols, moreover, are incapable of containing all
the meaning which resides in the object for which It stands. Words

are invariably abstractions in that they point up a limited number
of qualities resident in the object and leave the other qualities
unnamed or inferred* This is a necessary and dangerous procedure*
It is necessary because it points up the particular aspect of a
subject for attention rather than letting the mind grope for the
thing relevant to the conversation* It is dangerous in that the
mind is apt to attribute one characteristic only to the entire
object as being the shale truth about it* A "bad" boy is undoubtedly
not bad in every respect, but bad in only the way under discussion*
This danger is more than "merely verbal*" Another danger to under
standing is in objectifying the abstraction so that "goodness,"
"honesty," "truth," etc*, seem to be entities, not qualities in
something. Definitions of abstract words are difficult to pin down.
Almost inevitably, some concrete example must accompany the eluci
dation.
Now, this understanding of the difference between a concrete
fact and the abstract term is only one necessary distinction in
words* While language as the dictionary definitions view it, is
very thin, —

capable merely of "pointing* at a thing and leaving

*

the deepest essence of it untouched — there is another quality to
the caimnunicative process akin to abstraction, but with the very
opposite effect, and this quality is vagueness* Abstraction is the
simple-valued term for a complex-valued object* Vagueness refers to

the accumulation of many implications — the richness of value —
accomplished by suggestion, association, tone of voice, insinuation,
A term is vague in inverse proportion to its abstractness. An
absolutely complete description of an object would have no abstrac
tion but would be "totally vague." As the process of abstraction
increases and fewer things are said about the object, vagueness
decreases and the need for inference mounts in order to preserve
meaning. Written language usee abstractions. Spoken language can
make better use of vague language with the wealth of implication
personality is able to project. Jonathan Edward’s famous sermon,
"Sinners in the hands of an angry God," makes rather dull reading.
This is a particularly important point to Biblical interpretation.
Of all the occasions in the Old Testament where the "Word of God" Is
referred to, in no case, probably, does it speak of a written word,
but always the spoken word. Jesus’ spoken words had to be reduced
to written form. This reduction invariably is at the expense of
the rich overtones of meaning, supplied by the mood of the audience,
the personal response to the word as each one steps out of an indi
vidual background, the physical surroundings that suggest mrch more
than the actual word is able to record, the emphasis of Jesus’
voice, the expression of his hands and ffcce and the whole manifold
of the occasion. If we understand what was said and meant, there
will have to be a means of recapturing, in some degree, those
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overtones of meaning, beyond the physical word on the page.
While abstraction is the basis of communicating in an orderly
way, vagueness is the basis of significance in communication. Neither
one is a means to precision, jet the two kinds of words are necessary
to communication, because one is the vehicle of order and the other
is the vehicle of meaning. By means of abstract words certain
qualities of the total manifold of the object or idea in question
have been isolated and this directs attention to the particular thought
in mind. Vague words enrich communication without a great deal of
distracting verbiage. Order and meaning come out of this process.
The analogy of a musical tone is apt. A pure tone, or one free
from any overtones and a bit of vibratto, can scarcely be called
music. It is as it deviates frcm the "pure" according to the laws
of sound that it becomes musically meaningful. It would lock "fuzzy"
around the edges if it could be seen. It calls on near-by tones to
cushion it and throws out a filigreed structure of sympathetic har
mony to cling to. The more related overtones the more beautiful
the tone. Mechanical recordings invariably lose much of this
w e a l t h I t is a similar area of vagueness and abstraction around
and about a word which calls for the action of the interpretive
*Ther# is a far wider color range in the spectrum than the
human eye can see and more tones in the scale than the human ear can
hear. Analagoualy, there is more meaning overtones to speech than
the written word can contain.
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function of the mind. The richness, which no absolute and precise
word can capture, but which reaches the mind by way of inference,
is the intellectual comprehension which takes place between minds
in written or spoken communication. The more precise the language,
i.e., the narrower the range of reference or, the more concrete the
referent, the less intellectually significant it is. The more vague
it is, i.e., the more that can be packed into it by way of unspoken
inference, the richer is its communicative value. C. T. lewis said
pertinently,
We must express meaning by the use of words, but if
meaning altogether should end in words, then words alto
gether would express nothing. The language system as a
whole would have no interpretation and there would be no
such fact as the meaning of language. 1
This points up the idea of words as symbols, and to the extent
that they are symbols, they must be interpreted. The Christian church
has never held words to be self-defining. The strong emphasis upon
interpretation has always been made and is now made by all Christians
of which we are aware. Certainly, it is true that the assumption of
absolutely unambiguous words of Scripture has been unthinkingly made.
It is this carelessness that has given rise to unjustified criticism
from the pen of modem semanticiste. Certain fundamentalistic liter
ature has seemed to affirm that verbal inspiration by-passed the
need for interpretation but in practice, the most rigid "mechanic1 st"
^Quoted by G, Watts Cunningham, "On the Meaningfulness of Vague
Language" The Philosophical Review, Vol. XVIII, (19U9), p. 5U9.

1B9
speaks of the proper method of interpretation, and by that acknowledges
the symbolic nature of words and the need of an intermediary human
mind to arrive at meaning. Interpretation is an intellectual pro
cess, not a mechanical one. Christian philosophy has never entertained
a mechanistic view of the human mind and this case Is no exception.
Interpretation is the act of catching the "overtones" of words which
bear the speakers unspeakable meaning. It begins as early in life
as a child may be when he begins to associate the sound of words with
a parent’s tone of voice or attitude (the look in the face may say
more to him than the fullest connotation of the word). Even the
family dog responds more to the tone of voice than the word he hears.
All of us have watched dogs suffer under ridicule be it ever so soft
spoken. It reaches into the most highly intellectualised discourses
where understanding depends entirely on the ability of the hearer to
distinguish the finest nuances of the words of high-order abstrac
tion. The finest humor is curried in this delicate way and if a
person is unable to catch the fragile overtones (which, by the way,
are not evanescent but very real and are uniformly understood by
those who do understand them), he will never be able to know them
for there is no other language which can make it more dear.
Communication takes place less truly in any of these realms
by the means of words than by the means of inference. This does not
discredit the demand for the accurate word but it does put them into
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proper relationship to the communication process*
Perhaps it would be instructive to recall an obvious but
seldom noted fact. There is a lev level communication, i.e., a
transference of apparently single-valued concepts which seems to
be free from all ambiguity and capable of but one signification.
It is low-level, also, because the referents are not ideas but
physical objects. "Tour dog is under the table," seems to be a
factual enough statement. The referents are material objects, high
ly particularised. But the ambiguity of this simple statement can
be glaringly demonstrated by emphasizing each word in itt Tour dog;
Tour dog; It is under that table; under that table, and so forth.
By adding a mood, such as that of ridicule, condescension, humor,
anger, boredom, fear, haste or any number of other communicable
variations and the significance of vagueness, is obvious. It is
said that William Jennings Bryan by pronouncing the word Mesopotamia
could move an audience near to hysteria. But such concrete state
ments and words as the illustration above is not yet the stuff of
philosophy or theology. If it should be imagined that religion is
free fran asbiguous words — that it needs no involved interpreta
tion, let us stop up to the Reformation affirmation which even
Luther felt by-passed philosophy, "The just shall live by faith."
It is on an entirely different level than our first example. In
this case every key word is an abstraction. Its religious message

Bay be easily understood, by means other than sere words, but it

cannot be said of these words that they are so precise as to admit
of no need of interpretation or that the dictionary definition and
a grammatical analysis can yield the peculiar significance that sent
the Feformation thundering through history* levy simple, concrete
information and instruction is fairly easily made secure in words
(within the context of one’s cultural milieu) but we submit that
anything relating to intellectual and spiritual understanding cannot
be so secure#
A common misunderstanding regarding this has been made by
Berkhof* Ironically, in his excellent book on Interpretation he
defends a point of view that would make interpretation unnecessary,
and himself an untruthful man.
It is a Battled principle among men that a man of
undoubted veracity will habitually express himself in
unequivocal language • . * If a really truthful man
would not consciously resort to the use of ambiguous
language, then certainly God, who is absolute truth,
cannot have given us a revelation that is calculated
to mislead. 1
Berfhof has made four assumptions which will not hold up under in
vestigation.

(l) On the one hand he assumes that the use of

ambiguous words is a sign of deceitfulness#

(2) Be has made an

unfavorable judgment concerning ambiguous words without classifying

^Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation, p, 57#

arrblguous and non-ambiguous words to see what makes them one or the
other.

(3) He has assumed that anbiguity is a quality of words not

a quality of usage, and (I4) he has assumed that infinite thought can
be reduced to human words —

that God could fully put himself into

language which we would fully understand. Berkhof has then used
words capable of being understood in more than one sense, such as,
revelation, absolute truth, God, settled principle, men (indefinite),
therefore he makes himself an untruthful man. The trouble lies
simply in a lack of understanding of the nature of ambiguous words
and the use of them in communication. We do not charge good men or
God with the use of ambiguous words to "mislead,® but we do insist
that ambiguous words roust be used in conversation above the level of
concrete experience, and that the ambiguity lies not in the word but
in the speaker’s intention*
This shifts the emphasis from words to the thought behind
them, which is the heart of communication. The most mechanical of
all disciplines is symbolic logic. No Biblical "mechanist" ever
conceived a more rigorous absolute, so far as words are concerned,
than the symbols used in symbolic logic. It is an "absolute"
language. It is supposed that those synbols are so impersonal and
so unambiguous that no possible deviation of meaning could possibly
occur. But it breaks down at the psychological point between synbol
and meaning.
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The situation is as follows* In an attempt to secure
absolute rigor the language by which the propositions or
reasoning is expressed is completely mechanised. To
apply the mechanised language for any practically useful
purpose it must be invested with some interpretative mean
ing. If this interpretation were itself mechanised a
still other interpretation of the mechanised interpretation
would be required. We are thus always left with a language
which cannot be foraaTiiecf or mechanized, namely the “lan
guage" in wfaicFT the inieipre^tion is effected•
We arrive at the conclusion that no mechanised logic • . .
can dispense with the "non-meebanised logic* . . . that is
required for the interpretation of the symbol.
In other words, no symbol is self-defining. This amounts to saying
that there are no'*depersonalised" propositions. Somebody meant
something. This truth is most clearly understood in relation to
the Bible as a religious book bearing a spiritual message. The
unique message of -the Bible is the religious message, according to
the historical usage of it. The immaterial nature of spiritual
things cannot be precisely contained in the natural or material
medium. Inasmuch as the human mind transcends the natural world, so
must the spiritual word transcend the material word. This is not
nyaticism or intuitionism or fantasy but the common daily experience
of human beings, in communicating to each other, richer messages than
mere words can convey. It is the proper use of the vague or abstract
word with the almost unconscious employment of inference. The ex
ceedingly dull mind lives in a wooden world, with practically no
alternatives in thought or action. Life is surely more simple for
^Samuel Reiss, The Universe of Meaning (New York* Philoso
phical Library, 1953), P* 3EE

ISk
him*

It is a black and white world with no greys or colors* Possi

bly the measure of intelligence is the ability to catch the "over
tones" of all speech and being# That it is not simply a subjectivism
is demonstrated by the fact that two or more equally intelligent
persons respond similarly to the encitement# "Wooden" interpretations
of the Bible must always fail to open its treasures to the human mind
and will demand, by way of reaction, interpretations, less than pro
per* This thought will be developed more completely in the chapter
relating to distinctions between spiritual and supernatural.
In the absence of controlled guidance to the reactions to
"wooden" interpretations, theology has tried a number of untenable
interpretative devices as we have seen# A recently coined term,
suggests another and possibly more tenable solution to the problem.
That term is "cyth." It is called, "recently coined," for the reason
that * new theological content has been given the word most nearly
congenial to the ideas which it was desired to express. It must be
noted that the choice of the term "myth" may be unfortunate fair the
reason that, in the public mind, myth stands for a false belief,
popularly held or an explanation of same occurrence which is dis
proved by scientific investigation. In so far as -this connotation
is carried over into the theological usage, we are not prepared to
follow it, but there is a proper literary usage which is sanctioned
by a long and impressive history including Plato who used nyth as

195
a literary device to state a truth. It is not radically different
from the parable which serves the same purpose.
No dictionary definition of nyth will suffice. The "feeling
tone" behind it must be sensed and the situation which called forth
the need for this kind of interpretsticm. As the atomic scientist
opened the doors more widely to the structure of reality, the new
conceptions of nature seemed for a time to outdate the Bible. How
could the religious message of the Bible be preserved — a message
that was said to depend on a certain view of nature, and which now
seemed insecure before the new science? The real message of the
Bible cannot be destroyed by the discoveries of science. To re
pudiate either would be as foolish now as in Copernicus * or Newton’s
day. A link must be found which distinguished between but did not
sever religion from science.
The link between science and "reality" was expressed by the
term nyth, which takes its meaning from the symbol of semantical
usage. Ifcrth is the device used by theology to protect its own
religious structure from demolition by the forces of scientific
investigation. It was hoped that this concept would be able to
isolate the values of religion and make them forceful and respect
able in a world of science.
It enables the theologian to speak in traditional language
without committing himself to Aristotelian metaphysics. To some,
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myth is a dramatic form in which a culture casts its spiritual in
sights, particularly in regard to the redemptive process* There
are recurring patterns of expression running through all literature
which testifies to an imbedded primal revelation* Ifyth as a literary
device expresses in symbolic terms the truths of life which are too
profound to be contained in any objective language. Nicholas Berdyaev
thinks of myth as the symbolic expression by which the spiritual
reality gives meaning to the natural world. Ifyth is a reality greater
than concept* Berdyaev thinks of ngrth as the link between the spirit
ual and the natural in contrast to Bultmann who equates myth with the
spiritual and who desires to eliminate bothj^ and Bev&n who thinks
of nyto as the barrier between the two worlds — an imaginative
construct which hinders understanding.^
Ifyth is the concrete recital of events and original
phenomena of the spiritual life symbolised in the
natural world, which has engraved itself on the language,
memory, and creative energy of the people**
Anderson explains that by the use of nyth Biblical writers reached
"forward and backward into the endless time of God" to show His

^ ^Hans W. Bartsch, ed. Kerygma and Myth (Londoni S.P.C.K.,
^Edwyn Bevan, Symboljam and Belief, (New York: The Macmillan
Co., 1938)* Gifford Lectures.
^Nicholas Berdyaev, Freedom and toe Spirit (London1 Grofrey
Blesj The Century Press, 1st ed. published ly35» Uth ed., 1&8), p. 70.
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purposive activity#
A nyth may be defined as a kind of parable or wordpicture which uses the language of time and space pictor
ally to give expression to history's "fourth dimension."
• . • Myth as the idea of God acting in history saves us
from a non-historical and abstract impersonal conception
of God, such as "the ideal realising capacity of the
universe," "the principle of concretion," (and others)#
The intellectual abstractions are completely alien to the
Bible. 1
As such it becomes a "form" of expression, a "pattern" in the
structure of language# Just as words are symbols and must be
interpreted, so nryths are another form of symbol which require
interpretation. Just as words, as ends in themselves, are mean
ingless, so nyths are misleading if they are made ends in themselves.
It may not be amiss to compare Jesus* parables and his use of common
"sayings" with this understanding of myth. He used "true to life"
stories (not true to fact, so far as we know) to carry "truth" to
hearers# Some of the most violent reactions occurred when Jesus
withheld the "moral" and let the implications of the story or saying
"sink in#"
Whether or not we are willing to concede the validity of the
"myth" concept is beside the point, here# This much seems to be
justified — that the myth concept is another and more telling
attempt in the hands of Christian theologians to find a way to do

■^Bernard W. Anderson, Rediscovering the Bible (Hew York*
A • Badon House Book, Association Press, 19^1), pp. £U2-2b3.
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justice to the spiritual and religious elements in the Bible.
This section began with questions about words as words, and
as vehicles of communication. After a survey of some of the things
that must be taken into account regarding words in the communicative
process, in common speech and theological discussions, we must now
summarise these aspects of meaning which will help better to guide
us into meaningful conversations about problems of interpretation.
Out of the foregoing study the following principles seem relevant.
1, Words are aynhols and as symbols must symbolize something.
Meaning is only possible as this is so. It is impossible for a word
to refer to itself. It must then refer to something other than it
self. To refer to something other than itself is to function as a
symbol.
2. Symbols must have referents, if they are to be meaningful.
There seems to be no good reason for rejecting metaphysics and
"absolutes" as referring merely to non-eispirical notions and therefore
meaningless. It seems inconsistent to reject "absolutes," absolutely
and to discredit metaphysics by metaphysical statements. We would
therefore extend the possible range of referents into the realm of
the spiritual and even supernatural but fence this realm in by the
revelation of God as He has revealed Himself in Christ (which becomes
sufficiently concrete), and by the universal moral and spiritual
renovation experienced by these who have conformed to the Biblical
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"way of salvation." This is the common property of Christians and
need no more to be surrendered than the Positivist*s assurance that
he is right* In other words, seme metaphysical assumptions and
judgments seem to be necessary to human thinking and intelligent
conversation will utilise them properly* But when this is said, it
should be admitted that religious and even Christian expression is
not free from Semantic guilt. The whole contemporary emphasis on
the reality, "beyond history," of spiritual entities which cannot
be demonstrated experientially or historically, is subject to justi
fiable criticism in spite of the measure of truth and spiritual
insight which is implied.

Certainly, much of Christian rationalism

in Catholic and Fundamentalistic circles could be included in this
indictment* No figment of the imagination, however logical, or
deduction from "self-evident" principles, however reasonable, is
adequate to serve as a referent to meaningful conversation, particu
larly in which orthodoxy is the subject under discussion. It is well
to recall that the Bible is not a book of abstract, philosophical
propositions, but a revelation of the most ultimate truths in the
language of experience and concrete event. The Incarnation is the
event which saves religion and theology from meaningless abstraction.
Words, as symbols, do not have single and unalterable
meanings. This is proved in two ways,

(l) Inasmuch as communication

demands the use of universals or abstractions, it follows that exact
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communication is not made possible by this type of ward. An illus
tration is provided by the very familiar term “Our Father." "Father"
is an abstraction relative to the experience of the hearer. If this
statement is challenged, let these questions be answered exactly, to
the satisfaction of all. Did Jesus mean a relationship or attitude
by "Father?" If relationship, is it generic or spiritual? If spiritual,
is it literal or figurative? In any case, what is a spiritual relation
ship, either literal or figurative? If Jesus meant by Father, an
attitude, which attitude did He mean? If it is love, how did it
differ from any Old Testament manifestation of Godfs nature. And
what is love? None of the questions, we believe are trifling. To
some, fatheruood means indulgence, and to otherw, austerity and
fear.3. Words are not absolute in meaning, but relative to the read
er’s experience.

(2) Words are as flexible as life. Not only will

three to four hundred years or two or three thousand years demonstrate
complete reversals and change in meaning but this change can be
observed within a lifetime. Hew many mergers of denominations would

v^Thomas Jefferson’s remark to John Adams is a case in point.
'I can never join Calvin In addressing his God. He was
indeed an atheist, which I can never bej or ratfier his re
ligion was daemoniam. If ever man worshipped a false God,
he did. The being described in his five points, is not the
God whom you and I acknowledge and adore, the creator and
benevolent govwnor of the worldj but a daemon of malignant
spirit. It would be more pardonable to believe in no God at
all, than to blaspheme him by the atrocious attributes of
Calvin."" Walter G. Muelder and Laurence Sears, The Development of
American Philosophy (Bostona Houghton Mifflin Company, 19^0;, p. 79

.
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be possible if the word "Bishop* had only preserved its original
meaning, (— whatever that was)?'*’
Even the Biblical concept of Freedom is lost on the majority
of us, in our modem political world.* The change in meaning can
be noted within the scope of New Testament writingsj

meant

simply witness in secular Greek and carried through with that meaning
up to Acts 22 *20. From then on until it became single-valued again
as martyr in Rev. 2:13, etc., the change can be traced through various
passages, some of which are not clearly one or the other.^ Tillich
well states the practical aspects of the problem involved in preaching.
Whenever the language of the Christian gospel is taken
seriously . . . great difficulties arise. It is certain
that the original religious . . . cannot be supplanted.
There are religious or archetypal words (Urwarte) of man
kind. But these original . . . words have been robbed of
their original power by an objective thinking, and the
scientific conception of the world . . . A situation is
hopeless and meaningless in which the speaker means the .
original word, and the listener hears the objective word.®

W. D., "The Problem of Language," Theology Today, Vol.Ill,
(19U6), p. 290.
*Susanns de Dietrich, "Captives into Children: The Biblical
Doctrine of Freedom," Interpretation, VI, (Oct., 19$2), p. 387.
^F. W. Gingrich, "The Greek New Testament as a Bandmark in the
Cause of Semantic Change," Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol. XXXIII
Pt. LV (Dec., 19SU), p. 193.
kpaul Tillich, The Interpretation of History (New York, Charles
Scribner,s Sons, 1936), p.U6.

202
J. G. Riddell shoes the importance of this writer on the level of
theological scholarship.
The question of words arise . . . in theological thought
and specialised scholarship. The theologian • . • has re
sponsibility for stating his vises in language which his
fellow theologians can fully understand. Careful defini
tions and precise use of technical terras is an essential
precaution, especially in the case of words like revelation,
incarnation, or atonement, which are capable of a wide
variety of meaning. There is eventually a danger of
reducing argument to mere logo-mache, or of concealing an
important issue by an unorthodox or even casual use of
words. 1
k. A meaningful situation includes, (1) a person with inten
tion,

(2 ) a symbol of that intention and (3 ) a recipient who inter

prets toe symbol in a way to understand toe original intention.
There are no independent meaningful propositions. Somebody meant
something. Meaning is personal. Words were not given independently
of usage. Language is related to a human occasion and receives
meaning there.

Unless someone is responsible for the words and

gives them significance by his intention, words are but scratches.
5>* Meaning is an interpretive process. When we read Scrip
ture we do Interpret as we read, if meaning comes through. The Re
formers, we are told, desired to put toe Scriptures beyond interpreta
tion, but they did not and could not succeed. Both Luther and Calvin,

^J. G. Riddell, "A Question of Words," Scottish Journal of
Theology, Vol. I, No. 1, (June, 1&8), p. 7k.
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by common consent, are known as interpreters of note. By our
failure to recognise the involved process of interpretation that
we engage in, we are in danger of making our own interpretation
infallible and all other heretical*
6* Interpretation is an intellectual, not a mechanical
process* The power of catching proper inference is as important
as the use of the correct word and accounts for the richness of
ccsnmunication beyond the meaning of individual words.
7# Since words are symbols and demand interpretation by
finite minds and in view of the relative and human nature of words,
it follows that absolute knowledge cannot be contained in them
fully* This limitation is recognized by the Reformed writers, in
this admissions
Granted that human language is an imperfect vehicle
of truth yet it is an extremely valuable and altogether
usable vehicle•
Here the limited nature of language is recognised* It is hard to
reconcile this with the affirmations of verbal inspiration and
infallibility which the same author claims for Scripture*
8* Interpretation is more than mechanics and more than an
intellectual process. It includes a spiritual dimension. Communi

on. B* Kniper, The Infallible Word, "Scriptural Preaching."
(Philadelphiat The Presbyterian Guardian Preaching Cooperation,
19U6), p. 210.
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cation is possible and is constantly experienced. Speaker and hearer
do make the same connections between symbol and referents# Some
way God's message "leaps through" the words which are both the bearer
of and the barrier to the spiritual element of Scripture* The full
explanation of how this is so may finally escape us but the two
thousand years of Christian history tell us it is so*
Such is the simplicity and conpl«. ity of a

word* To

term verbal inspiration, then, is to implicate ourselves
responsibility of knowing what is invalid in the

in

use of

usethe
the
that term,

as well as its history*
By way of clarity we must recall toe theological meaning of
toe term* By verbal inspiration, in modern times, is meant, that
God either dictated or superintended by divine inspiration the choice
of every word in toe 66 bodes of the Bible, that every part of every
book is absolutely insrrant and authoritative and is to be called toe
very Word of God* This perfection, however, is not extended to any
work beyond the original autograph none of which are in evidence
today# We are interested in toe descriptive word verbal because it
is toe words of Scripture that are emphasised, let us put this word
to the test of meaning.
1.

The words of Scripture are symbols in that they do not

refer to themselves but to something other than themselves. They
stand as nynbols between God's mind and our minds.
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2. As symbols, words of Scriptures must refer to something.
They have meaning only in-as-much as they do refer to something.
3. The meaning of the words of Scripture is absolutely de
pendent upon a proper method of interpretation and personal attitude
of mind.
k» Interpretation is an intellectual, and spiritual, not a
mechanical process and the less concrete and materialistic the
referent, the more vague are the words used to refer to it. Vague
words demand intelligent skill in interpreting — a skill possessed
by the average human being. The overtones of meaning must be
sensed but never guessed at.
5» Meaning is always personal. Words of Scripture have no
significance apart from the intention of the author. Somebody meant
something. Therefore the intention of the author is the essence of
meaning. In and behind the words of Scripture is the intention of
God. His thought is prior to words and is the concern of prime
importance.^

Augustus Hopkins Strong, Systematic Theology (Rochester*
Press of £. R. Andrews, 1886), p. l65. '^Inspiration did not always,
or even generally, involve a direct communication to the Scripture
writers of the words they wrote. Thought is possible without words,
and in the order of nature precedes words. The Scripture writers
appear to have been so influenced by the Holy Spirit that they per
ceived and felt the new truth they were to publish, as discoveries
of their own minds, and were left to the action of their own minds
in the expression of these truths."
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6* The words of Scripture, partaking as they do of the
changing nature of human language are not automatically, absolute
ly and eternally fixed in meaning.

(This does not refer to the

meaning itself. Meaning may be fixed)*

(1) Words change in meaning,

particularly as the periods of spiritual energy drives writers to
attempt to express new insights in the common tongue. The Mew Testa
ment is full of words molded for their new role*

(2) Words connote

one thing to one person and other things to others.

(For instance,

-the Reformed theologians take serious issue with the "Arminian"
Fundamentalists, over the meaning of the "grace of God")*^
7* The finite words of Scripture cannot, as the imperfect
medium that they are known to be, fully bear absolute truth and know
ledge. That knowledge must "get through" in a more than corporeal way*
8* Communication from God to man, by means of the words of
Scripture is possible and is daily experienced. This is the nysteiy
and wonder of inspiration*
What is the immediate conclusion? Whether -the Bible contains

'Sfedper, "Scriptural Preaching" The Infallible Word, p. 233*
•Salvation by grace and the Sovereignty of God in salvation
are interchangeable terms," and by the latter he means God’s
pre-creation choice of certain sinners to salvation and Christ’s
atonement for them alone* This is an excellent example of the
common Christian language which is not understood the sane by
the various branches of the 6hurch.
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the prerise words of God's ordering, and only those words, is not
toe central issue. Equally good Christians take varying point* of
view on this matter. But let us assume that such is the case. The
problem now is, does verbal inerrancy "mean" anything? To "mean"
something, it must refer to a "real," and it must make a significant
difference to belief end, in toe practical results of that belief,
temporal or eternal.
Does verbal inerrancy refer to a "real"? No I say the meat
ardent advocates of this view. There is no inerrant Scripture, now.
Only the autographs are inspired and therefore inerrant. The "original
Scriptures and they alone, are the inspired Bible. " 1

No copy or

translation or version can claim verbal inspiration in toe absolute
sense that we have presented. But nothing is actually known about
these autographs. We have no direct testimony of any one regarding
them. Everything affirmed about them is a deduction from a presupposi
tion. No one knows whether they were inerrant or not, nor would anyone
be qualified to judge their inerrancy should they be found. The
autographs are not of concern, beyond curiosity, to us or to our age.
We are not responsible for them, or to them. "There is no transla
tion absolutely without error (and therefore inspired), nor could
there be, considering the infirmities of human copyists, unless God

^Benjamin B. Warfield, The Westminster Assembly and Its Work
(New York» Oxford University Press, 1931* p. 2$7.
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were pleased to perform a perpetual miracle*"

But God’s failure

to perform this miracle is assurance that it is not needed. It
would have been a little thing for God to have done this. Are we
not justified in concluding that verbal inspiration, so far as the
specific definition, inerrancy, is concerned, is a meaningless
proposition, since it refers to nothing but an idea? By the same
token, the lack of existence of the autographs, at least in so far
as we are concerned, makes the description of them of no importance
to belief or action, temporal or eternal. 2 Verbal, then is a symbol
describing another symbol and not a "real," It is a semantic problem
and assertion, not an ontological one* It is simply a "matter of
words*" It would be useless to submit the subsequent translations
of the Scripture to this analysis for the reason that none are
without scribal errors and textual insertions and transpositions of
some kind and verbal perfection is not claimed for them.
Finally, if we take the Bible as we have it now, and look at
it, perplexities appear that are not easy to adjust to the idea of

1 James M* Gray, "The Inspiration of the Bible* Definition,
Extent, Proof." The Fundamentals, Vol. III. (Chicago* Testimony
Publishing ComparyTlOT)'; P*
William Burt Pope, A Compendium of Christian Theology (Hew
York: Phillips and Hunt, nTd.J, Vol. I, p.l^L. "The factfeiat the
autographs have disappeared proves that the Holy Ghost has allowed
nothing vital to depend on such a distinction."
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inerrancy. However the use of the Old Testament in the New may be
justified, the simple fact remains that if we are looking for the
verbally perfect tart Paul’s free use of the Odd Testament, to
isolate one example, leaves us unsure whether to use his wording,
when we read the Old Testament, and Mil toe Old Testament wrong,
or the Hebrew Bible when we read Paul, and call, him wrong. If one
is inezrant, the other must be wrong, even if "the Holy Spirit has
a right to quote Himself as He desires." They cannot both be right
under the thso*y of verbal inspiration. Actually this discrepancy
becomes one of toe most significant dues to Biblical interpretation
as we shall see.
Are we to end then in scepticism? Let us see. First, are we
justified historically in holding to verbal inspiration? It may be
granted that though this term was not used exactly in this form
from toe beginning of Christian history we are not entirely remiss
in naming toe Fathers views by the term. We must not, however,
project twentieth century meaning into second and fourth and twelfth
and sixteenth century concepts.

Whatever toe early theologians

meant, and this includes Luther and Calvin, they did not mean that
every part of all books were equally and inerrantly inspired. "They
were not, as we have seen, textual literalists in toe sense in which
Protestant orthodoxy was." 1

They, as we have seen, corrected,

■^Paul Lehman, "The Reformer’s Use of the Bible," Theologr
Today. Vol. Ill, (Oct., 19i*6), p. 31*2.
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misquoted and passed judgment upon, rejected and criticised, books
and writers, even to Paul’s use of illustrations. This passed
beyond the legitimate pursuit of correcting scribal errors, into
the realm of correcting basic inaccuracies, on personal judgment.
And yet, to all of these men, the Word of God was absolute authority
in matters of faith and practice. From its teachings there was no
appeal. Apparently the authority of Scripture has not always been
thought to depend upon the twentieth century interpretation of verbal
inspiration.
With this assurance, tentatively before us, we are prepared
to restate another historical affirmation. Scripture is given by
inspiration of God. This is the profoundest belief of Christendom.
It is always and everywhere assumed to be toe basis of toe authority
of Scripture.
How does this relate to our conclusions about the concept,
verbal? The conclusion was this, that inspiration, using words —
however correct the words might be, did not end in words. Had it
ended in words the whole structure of divine revelation would have
tottered with toe vagaries of finite words. It would have been
subject to the constant fluctuation of language and the relativity
of man's experience. Revelation is more absolute than that. It
uses words, but transcends words. Words, as ends in themselves, can
obscure toe Living Word. Words are not to be interpreted mechanically,

\
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meaningfully. They mean something real — they bear authority.
Authority is always personal, not verbal. It is the Spirit, as the
Author, who guarantees the authority of Scripture. Men, need no
longer fence it in with creeds.
There is historical, experiential and semantic justification
for affirming the Scriptures as given by inspiration of God. They
are cast in as permanent a median, words, as finite men need. They
are sensibly arranged words, expressing the intelligent ideas of
persons, and they most be respected grammatically. As literature,
the Bible is as deathless as humanity. But the words are also in a
religious context expressing, as religion, a spiritual message which
must be applied religiously and comprehended spiritually. It is this
quality that needs a category of interpretation to come to grips with

The study, thus far, has left open the whole matter of
•’spiritual* in relation to interpretation. Every investigation has
corns face to face with the inadequacy of human categories to cope
with the most essential aspects of Scripture. But the solution,

H. Rowley, The Relevance of the Bible, p. 16.
Even if we establish with certainty the exact text of
the Old and New Testaments, and had perfect philological
knowledge of every word and form they contained, we should
still need other equipment before we could understand the
message of God to men embodied in the Bible.
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"spiritual interpretation," is obviously another "weasel" word. It
sounds religious, it covers all the moot points nicely, at least
everything we do not understand can be cast into the "spiritual bin,"
but it, too, is an antoiguous word. It can mean everything — or
nothing. The following section will be an attempt to find out what
it means.
Interpretation and a Divine-Human Book
The preceding section utilised the term, verbal, to launch
the investigation into the nature and usage of words, their power
and limitation. The very expression "verbal inspiration" unites in
itself two vitally important aspects of Scripture to which this study
of words points. The Bible is both human and divine. At least that
aspect of words, treated in the last section, would be the human in
Scripture. By consent of the unanimous testimony of two thousand
years of Church history, we are face to face with the fact of the
divine in Scripture. We have the Bible because of the inspiration
of God.

But when this is said, we become immediately aware of

very great difficulties — perhaps the greatest difficulties. We
are quite aware of the fact that the method of inspiration will
always remain a nystery. This lies at the point where God contacts
man. There is no human ability competent to reach beyond itself
and mam's own awareness to witch God in action. Purely psychological
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Inspiration is inpossible to analyze and explain} hoe ouch less
possible it is to account for the entrance of a supernatural event
into the natural sphere. But there are questions which we nay and
must face if we would speak meaningfully about the Bible. We must
say something about inspiration so far as we experience its effects.
Inspiration is a term that calls forth from us a dear semantic
distinction between human and natural, supernatural and spiritual.
To confuse these terms or to permit them to become more or less
meaningful than they should be results in distortions of thinking
fatal to theological *conversation."
What constitutes inspiration? Dean Farrar distinguishes four
"well-marked theories,* which have been widely held in the Christian
Church, without challenge * (1) Organic, mechanical or dictation
theories]

(2 ) the Dynamic theory which stresses the divine energy

without regarding human co-operation}

(3 ) the theory of Illumination

which permits degrees of Inspiration} and (I*) General, or psychological
theories of inspiration, stemming from Schleinnacher.^" Some hold
inspiration to be wholly supernatural and outside the natural realm
entirely, resulting in a wholly supernatural book, without any of
the limitations of the natural order.

Others think of inspiration

as the activity of the divine in each man working out through every

*F. W. Farrar, The Bible - Its Meaning and Supremacy (New
York: Longmans, Green and Co., l£$f), P* 121.
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human consciousness with the result that the Bible is a purely
human record of that "experience." Some say books are inspired,
others that only men can be inspired. Some say only the "auto
graphs" are inspired, others say, simply, the Bible is inspired.
Some equate inspiration, objectivity, inerrancy and authority.
To some, inspiration is the energy of God, to others the resultant
ecstasy in men. It may be God’s initiative or God’s "inbreathing,"
God’s absolute sovereign working to produce a perfect record or His
superintendence of men’s understanding as they read the record.
Inspiration is not a simple unequivocal word. The reason is not
hard to find for it is not a "concrete" word but a "concept" word.
It has only an "idea" as a referent. When we define it, we are
defining a word or idea, only, not a "real." We cannot, up to this
point, say of this or that, "it is inspired," for we have not come
to aqjr agreeable decision, yet, about shat inspiration nay be, or
shat or whom may be the recipient of inspiration, or whether the
recipient, receives inspiration passively or is himself actively
inspired. In order to make an intelligent decision on these matters
we will examine the possibility of coming to an agreement, A num
ber of relevant matters will be considered.
There are three questions which must be lifted up for examina
tion and which then will be criteria to determine the proper use of
the term inspiration.

a

(1) The first is an inquiry into the importance
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of the theory of inspiration.

(2) An excursus into the area of

Bibliolatry will help to define lines of demarcation.

(3 ) The

third inquiry will attempt to determine what in Scripture is divine
and what nay be human with the necessary definitions to the explica
tion of this important decision.
Historically, inspiration and canonicity have been quite
closely related. Their relation lies in authority. Inspiration and
authority are inherent qualities in the sacred writings, not imposed
on them by human flat but recognised by the Church consciousness, a
subjective evaluation and acceptance. Canonicity and authority
emphasise the abjective aspect. Even divinely inspired authority
must be specific if it is to be authoritative. Against the undue
license of the gnostics in projecting their spurious writings as
authority, the Church more or less officially set up a norm of
canonical writings which would serve also to define inspiration
so far as the Apostolic writings were concerned. The existence of
the Church depended upon an authority to which it could appeal,
against heresy from within and against attacks from without.
While there was a universal acceptance of the authority of
Scripture nothing needed to be said about the physical aspects of
it, in early days. It was divinely God’s Word and that was enough.
Not until after the Reformation proper was it considered important
to say anything specific about the words of Scripture. Luther
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pressed its authority* Calvin did the same. Why did the Confession
al period, for the first time in history begin to speak of verbal
inerrancy in connection with authority? The Creeds were forced upon
the many divergent Protestant groups, by the civic governments, as
a sort of defense of the?r theological positions and as a charter
for their existence* The differences of opinion which separated
Protestant groups, all of which accepted the Bible as authority,
had to be justified. Words of Scripture became important because
doctrines "hung on prepositions." Since divergent doctrines depend
ed upon the fine analysis of words and tenses, the authority must
be verbally inerrant. (Thins, by slow process the main emphasis
shifted through two centuries from divine inspiration alone, to
objective authority, then to verbal inerrancy in order to protect
doctrine* 'Inerrancy received its most explicit formulation in the
Fundamentalistic controversy. It was coupled, now, not only with
authority and authority’s authority — inspiration, but with the
source of inspiration or the supernatural God* It was a precarious
pyramid because it was invented. The inerrancy and divine choice
of every word of Scripture was made to support the entire structure
of revelation up to God Himself. It was guarded jealously and
blindly because if it could be shaken the whole structure of
Christian faith would collapse. If the Bible were not supernaturally perfect it would reflect on a God who is the source of all

/

truth. If God could not be depended upon In this respect there
would be no authority. God’s character was falsely equated with the
nature of a physical book and the interpretation the Church put upon
it. To preserve God, men had to make unguarded supernatural clatme
for the Book.

Of course. Biblical criticism was. stoutly resisted.

It began to show up the norv-supematural aspects of the Bible. In
its hey-day scholarship rejected even the divine in Scripture, but
today the pendulum has swung back near center. Even through the
withering blasts of destructive criticism, the Bible was not
destroyed and the Church stood remarkably firm. Many human opinions
melted into thin air but the solid verities of the faith shine out
more clearly than ever. In other words, divine inspiration and
authority have not been dimmed or destroyed by a recognition of the
human elements of the Bible,

f oar attention is again centered on

God as the source of authority rather than on a physical book which
must receive its authority from Him, not possess it in independence. )
This leads us into a discussion of the divine and human nature of
the Bible.
But before we are ready for that an excursus into an examina
tion of Bibllolatry will serve the purpose of helping us to think
more clearly. Though Bibliolatry represents an extreme view admitted
by no one, and falsely charged against some, it has value as a
semantic pole lying opposite to the totally naturalistic view of the
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Bible. As such, it serves to anchor at its highest point a scale
of values measuring the esteem in ehich the Bible is held as a
sacred book.

(High and low are not moral estimates of the scale

of values, for each end of it would be very low from that stand
point).
Bibliolatry has too forms. On the one hand it describes a
crude, materialistic worship of toe corporeal mass constituting
Scripture. Palestinian Jews came to regard the rolls of toe Law
in this manner. So intrinsically sacred were they considered that
copies, worn to toe point of uselessness, were carefully and
reverently buried in consecrated spots. Thanks to this practice,
manuscripts were preserved from which our Hebrew texts are taken.
This material idea of sacredness was at first quite unknown to
Christian communities, but as sacramentalism developed in the
Church, a magical view of toe Gospels, in particular, followed.
**

Christ’s actual presence was guaranteed when the Gospels, the Host
and a likeness of Christ was on toe altar. Augustine tells of how
the Gospel of John was placed on the bodies of sick people. Traces
of this type of Bibliolatry are in evidence in modern life.
Wherever the Bible is felt to be desecrated when covered by ary
other book or publication, an idolatrous motive prevails, however,
religious may be toe person doing it. And toe most superstitious
modern practice was the wooden or steel covered Testament sold or
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given to service men to wear over their hearts, in battle* And the
publicity given to the occasion when a bullet was deflected in this
way, was pagan* Another type of Bibliolatry is more subtle and
difficult to identify* It would indicate a putting of the word or
some objective natural feature of the Bible in the place of primary
importance, rather than God Himself* As will be seen at once, this
judgment is necessarily a subjective one, for the point where a
feeling of reverence to God for His gift becomes reverence for the
gift itself is not clearly defined or definable in terms of human
legal formulations* To the point that the following statements
describe certain fundamentalistic attitudes, they become indict
ments* These characterisations are not quoted here, however, to
indict ary group, but to describe what Bibliolatry could be and
may be in some cases. Preiss describes some Reformation views of
the Bible as
• • • a paper pope, a word of God which man can
carry in his pocket and of which he is in reality
the master.
Another modem writer says*

^Theo* Preiss, "The Inner Witness of the Holy Spirit,"
trans. by D. G. Muler, Interpretation, 711, (July, 19!>3)» P* 262.
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Fundamentalism is really a form of bibliolatry,
that is, it is a faith in the Bible itself, rather
than faith in the God -who speaks his word through
the Bible. 1
A far more sympathetic voice, evangelically speaking, points up
with equal force the characteristic which he feels is typical of
bibliolatry. Any thing, no matter how good, which sets itself up
"in a false independency" and "obstructs the revelation of the
Living Word," becomes in so doing a "pretender to the -throne" and
thus an idol. The Church set itself up in place of its Lord and
became an end in itself. Protestantism revolted against the tyranny
of this false pretender. In a few years the post reformation move
ment set up the Bible in the place of the Church. The Reformers
had fought to keep the Word and Faith in balance, but unconsciously
men began to "substitute the written ford for Christ the Living
Word," and by so doing forced it into a false position.
Man's knowledge became formal rather than spiritual.
• . • As a consequence Christ became to them merely
a historical figure, not a living Reality, and men
sought more for a knowledge of God's will than for
God himself.2
A Christian rationalism that sets its criterion of truth up as a

^Anderson, Rediscovering the Bible, p. 17.
H. Orton Wiley, Christian Theology
Rill Press, 1953)* Vol. I, pp. U M l # .

(Kansas City: Beacon
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test of Biblical truth could also be a pretender to the throne* Such
an attitude, at least, would contrast that expressed humbly in the
New Hampshire confession as it acknowledges the Bible to be the
judge of men, not men as its judge*
Biblialatry would give the Bible equal status with God* It
would worship a created thing as though it were supernatural and
uncreated. Again we are confronted with the more crucial problem,
namely, how is the Bible supernatural and how is it human? Our
attitude toward it depends upon an answer to this question.
The question now, about what may be identified as human and
what divine in the Bible is complicated by some philosophical con
siderations which cannot be by-passed* There are four words used
in Christian circles which need very dear distinctions if not full
definitions* Since this study is less concerned with definition
than meaning, in the measure that the latter can be accomplished,
the purpose will be served. These four words are, human, natural,
spiritual and supernatural*
Before attacking these distinctions, a description of the
type of general problem we have before us will be helpful. It was
suggested earlier that the problem bears a strong resemblance to
the Incarnation problem* las Jesus human or divine? Obviously,
the answer must be, both. But which is most important? Not
quite so obviously the answer is, they are of equal importance*
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We must have both* The parallel runs through the problem of Scrip
ture* Both Christ and Scripture are implicated in the self-disclosure
of God* Both are a revelation of God* Both are, in some manner
from God* Both are in the natural world* It would not be surprising
to find the two areas of thought coinciding in some respects — in
some very important respects. The Chalcedordan formula specified
that Christ's two natures were to be clearly distinguished, while
his person was not to be divided in our thinking* This is not an
easy specification to put into practice in Christology, nor will it
be easy to keep the divine and human elements in Scripture In proper
balance. To say that Christ was as truly man as he was truly God
does not, by metaphysical necessity, involve Him in human sin and it
is just as true to say that the Bible in partaking of the natural
aspects of the world, is not, per se, involved in error and deceit*
But each one, in ways peculiar to its existence, is subject to the
limitations of that created existence* In -the sense that Christ par
took of human nature, he did not enjoy the prerogatives of deity,
and in the sense that the Bible partakes of the natural order it is
not supernatural. This no more denies the spiritual character of
the Bible than it denies the deity of Christ, but simply recognises
the dual nature of both* The particular difference in these two
oases, and a difference that must ccsae up for examination, is that
one is revelation in a natural medium and the other in a human medium.
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One is inert in itself, the other has life in Himself. In this
respect the parallel ceases to exist, and one medium of revelation
assumes an ascendency over the other for reasons which we hope to
show.
Now, the demand is upon us to distinguish the four terms
which we have used so freely. The broadest distinction runs down
through natural and supernatural. Without desiring to become
involved in the realist - idealist - existentialist debate con
cerning the nature of reality, it may be 3imply stated that what
ever the nature of reality m y be, the line between the uncreated
God and that which is created is the line between the supernatural
and the natural. However it may be explained philosophically,
Christian metaphysics does demand that point of distinction. Nature
is not God and God is not nature in soma very real sense. God is
the ground of being, but being is not God. Whether this dualism
must be metaphysical or not, at any rate it is an epistemological
distinction which is the important point, to this discussion. So
far as we can see, this does not commit us to either a static or
dynamic view of reality, necessarily, nor does it define reality
as substance, mind or energy. Biblical truths do commit us to a
transcendent God a3 well as to an immanent God. The point at which
God is not nature is the point between the two realms. The two are
not specially separated so that the universe is in "stories" as

22k

Bultmann interprets supernaturalism, but is inextricably fused, to
use a crude symbol* But the verbal difference at least, between the
two is an unbridgeable gulf* There is only one consideration in
this, of importance to this study that will be true for any philosophy
congenial to the Christian faith and the one which informs our concep
tion of Biblical philosophy* God, as possessing prerogatives of deity,
self—existent, without limitation and the source of other-Uian-Himself
is in this sense, supernatural. As will be seen, we are not defining
supernatural and natural which is the task of the philosopher and
theologian, but distinguishing between them in our thinking* We are
not describing the "real1' but clarifying the symbols* How, if the
right term has been chosen to indicate God, supernatural is a
characteristic true only of God. No created thing whether person
or object can participate in the uniqueness of God. The natural,
always other-than-God, does not, and cannot partake of that unique
ness* The other-than-God has boundaries, God has none* Nature,
or the created order, or, the other-than-God, enjoys freedom but
within this limitation* It has its perfections* But its freedom
and perfections are relative to its own possibility, never absolute.
The descriptive term, absolute, is only applicable to God as super
natural*
Knowledge of God runs strictly on a "one-way grid." Nature
(in the broad sense), can explore every aspect of Itself but cannot

223 >

break out of nature into superoature, either by means of the testtube or by logic or nystical experience, without itself becoming
supernatural, which is impossible* Nature, shot through by supernature, cannot detect it because nature is bounded and superaature
is not* If there is communication between the two realms God must
initiate the communication* And if nature can comprehend the
communication it will be because that which is communicated has
partaken of the limitations which makes knowledge possible in
nature* It is obvious that no material thing, or no human thing,
or no created thing ought to be called supernatural. In terms of
this broad distinction, miracle in its truest sense, and we believe
in the Biblical sense, is not the unusual things that occur to
physical objects* The "laws of nature" may be by-passed or shortcircuited but such abilities are vested, also, in men to a very
great measure, Man does not yet know the full extent of his power
over tli© natural world. Man was made to have dominion over the
earth, not the earth over him, either physically or morally. Let
us carefully affirm that Jesus’ "miracles" could conceivably be
duplicated by modern man without disproving Jesus* uniqueness. The
one miracle which is toe miracle, — the place where human reason
reels is Jesus Himself* Here and here only, does final Revelation
occur because only in this one spot has the supernatural broken
into the natural. It could not be accomplished through logic, through
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any abstract comprehension, through propositions of truth, but
only through Christ. Only through Christ can men see God.
God being personal, cannot adequately reveal
Himself save through personality, and can only
reveal Himself perfectly in perfect personality.
That is why the Incarnation was necessary for a
full revelation of God.
But when this has been said we are faced with the same problem
that confronted us when we noted the limitations of the ability
of the words of Scripture, alone, to bring spiritual meaning. Even
in Jesus own presence and under his instruction he remined to his
disciples but a man. Just as the Old Testament was materialistically
interpreted by the Jews and a literal kingdom looked for, as the
disciples understanding of Jesus was materialistic and unspiritual
in spite of their intimate and prolonged contact with him.
If we accept the Synoptic account of Peter's confession as
the chronologically correct one, we become aware of the fact that
Jesus' presence and teaching was unable to accomplish much more
than the written Scriptures had been able to do. The disciples
interpreted the physical Jesus and his words by the natural cate
gories of understanding. Peter's insight, Jesus said, was not
arrived at by induction and observation alone. Jesus said it was

^Rowley, Relevance of the Bible, p. 25.

given by the Father* In spite of this momentary grasp of truth and
the transfiguration experience and everything that Jesus had said
and done in his presence, the crucifixion caused a total eclipse of
spiritual understanding* The futility of trying to bridge the gulf
between God and man by means of sensible objects and teaching has
never been more graphically demonstrated* These observations do
not intend to convey the idea that these things were unimportant or
dispensible*

On the contrary, they were an integral part of revela

tion, but not complete as revelation* If meaning were to break
through, something else is demanded. We say, It is "spiritual
vision" that is needed, but what is spiritual vision and how does
it relate to our problem?
We have used the term "nature" in an apparently ambiguous way
up to this point. If there is ambiguity it is in the broad scope
which it has been made to describe* We have thought of everything
which is not God as nature* If nature is too closely limited the
phenomenologists with their scepticism and the positivists with their
assurance will rob us of immaterial realities and mind will become
simply one function of matter* If nature only includes matter and
mind we are left where Kant left us, with an agnosticism in regard
to the supra-sensible and immaterial. But if nature, by definition,
can include everything which is not God, the scope of man's know
ledge can be extended into the noumenal, or the "backside" of the
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sensibly observed world. The noumenal is not the supernatural and
the two ought never to be equated. It may be the inanaterial, or
even the spiritual realm of existence, but it is still a part of
creation. Knowledge need not end with the phenonemal world. In
fact, it does not so end. All real understanding transcends it.
Intellectual comprehension, meaning the human faculty of under
standing as contrasted with what we believe to be sub-human faculties,
does not take place in the realm of sense data, but beyond it* The
writer believes that this realm is a spiritual one — an immaterial
Real realm. The spiritual is not a superimposed dimension, but an
integral part of nature, therefore subject to human awareness. We
noted previously that in the act of understanding the mind reaches
for and grasps by implication the real meaning of a speaker. These
overtones of meaning are not unreal but the most real* All real
comprehension takes place, here, all unity of understanding, all
meeting of minds* It may be metaphysically real, at least in so
far as it is a part of the created world, but beyond this we need
not- venture here* It is a dimension which cannot be measured but
only utilised* It is a dimension of depth which must be sensed
rather than described* It is a world of meaning. A "carnal" man
tries to tie his world together by means of material experiences and
objects* A "spiritual" man lives in the same world, he experiences
the same sense data, but is able to grasp the true unifying struc-

ture because of an awareness opened toward the dimension of depth*
This is not, apparently, subjective solipsism, for there is demon
strated a remarkable unanimity of comprehension in this realm* In
fact, it is a measurable quality in terms of intelligence, behavior,
and human accord* There is evidence to support the theory that there
is far greater discord among those who seek values in the physical
realm than those whose values are intellectual and spiritual* Physi
cal interests are chaotic because decentralised. Paul’s distinction
between the carnal and spiritual man in his first Corinthian letter
would illustrate this, though perhaps not exhaust his meaning* The
carnal Christians were divided bitterly in their loyalties to human
leaders. Paul's spiritual Christian having come under toe centralising
Lordship of Christ, by the Holy Spirit (I* Cor* 12*3) finds unity in
the body of Christ — a unity in harmony with all the diversity
relative to human personality*
So far as the interpretation of revelation is concerned Jesus*
explanation for toe need of his departure is toe most important clue
we have. "It is expedient for you that I go away, for if I go not
away the Comforter will not come to you" (John 16*7)* He then
characterizes the Holy Spirit as the spirit of Truth whose function
it is to lead into all truth, to bear witness of him, to glorify
him* Paul never knew the physical Lord, but he did know toe real
Lordship of Christ by means of spiritual experience*
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To bo specific, then, the final revelation of Scripture and
of Christ as the ultimate self-disclosure of God, is mediated in
the spiritual realm. Natural catagories of Interpretation can tell
us about Christ, and we must have that information, but to know Him,
or to capture the intention of the Divine Mind, a spiritual category
of interpretation is absolutely imperative. As necessary as the
Spirit was to the completed ministry of Jesus' earthly work, and as
necessary as His illumination was to the understanding of the Old
Testament to save both of these things from a materialistic concep
tion, so much more is the Spirit's ministry needed in our day to
lead us into truth. This ministry is a perpetual one, a continuing
revelatory concern of the Author, insuring the authoritative meaning
of the Word.

It preserves the Word of God as the Bible goes through

translation to translation, from century to century. It is the on*
way that the Bible can be considered relevant for today and for
individuals. The Bible is not interpreted fully as God's word
apart from this spiritual dimension. Spiritual in this sense is very
far removed from unreality* It is not "an explaining away" some
thing that we do not want to deny outright* Spiritual is the deep
est realm of understanding, the area where God's revelation of
himself is most real and effective* In this view the real Word of
God is not restricted to the original autographs or to the Hebrew

and Greek texts, but extends by divine superintendence from the
original inspiration down through every human form of the Scriptures
to English versions, Russian translations and Braille Bibles and
hence to the individual person*

ANALYTICAL SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

ANA.UTICA! SUMMART AND CONCLUSION

This study has undertaken for a practical purpose, namely, to
find a basis for mutual Christian fellowship by means of a method of
Biblical interpretation which would show the relevancy of the Bible
for today, as well as to attempt to solve personal questions regard
ing a doctrine of Scripture.

It was necessary to show the relation

ship through Christian history that existed between methods of
interpretation and theories of inspiration, including those of the
present.

The method was analytical in its historical investigation

and semantically critical throughout, i.e., the question informing
every aspect of the study, was j what did the Church mean by the terms
it used?

By way of summary we shall review the cumulative conclusions

of the study and by an analysis of these come to some conclusions.
The Scriptures have almost always been considered as given by
a unique inspiration of God.

There have been a number of theories

of inspiration, each of which have been held without challenge.
There have been two basic approaches to the interpretation of Scrip
ture, the grammatical and the historical.

Interpretive methods have

proceeded from either one or the other of these, or from some com
bination of the two.

The goal of all interpretation has apparently

always been to relate God’s word to man's world.

In this it has

sought to systematise a spiritual category of interpretation.
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It would be possible to show by an uncritical assembly

of the

terms used throughout history that the Church has always held to a
theory of verbal inspiration.

It has always spoken of a Supernatural

Bode, of its writers as “Pens of -fee Holy Ghost," and its contents
as the "Pure Word of God."

There are three observations, however,

from the study of history, which compel us to modify the definition
of that term from time to time through history.
The New Testament writers, on many occasions, quoted from the
Septuagint version, as though it and the Hebrew were on a par so
far as value was concerned.

The Patristic Fathers and nearly all the

later writers, including Origan and Augustine, considered the Septua
gint as the divinely inspired Old Testament.

From Jerome to the

Reformation it was the Latin Vulgate which was spoken of as inspired,
and it continued to be so in the Catholic Church.

From the Reforma

tion on, translations were considered to be as much inspired as the
original texts provided they were translated from the Hebrew and
Greek.

Under the earliest light of textual criticism, both

Protestant and Catholic theologians began to claim verbal inspiration
for the autographs only.

The Helveticus Concensus H , authorised

only in parts of Switzerland, claimed inspiration even for the Hebrew
pointing.

The Westminster Confession affirmed inspiration for the

original languages but did not specify the autographs, while a
Catholic scholar, Richard Simon, distinguished sharply between
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"inerrant autographs" and "errant copies," as early as the seventeenth
century.■*■ It is not unimportant to note, also, that certain English
translations were considered as inerrantly inspired for a while.
The second observation is that in spite of the very striking
expressions which the Church Fathers have made regarding the inspired
Scriptures, they have handled them with a freedom which is amazing
to us.

They felt free to criticize, reword, misquote, adversely

judge and eliminate passages and even books from the canon on
subjective judgment alone.

Every Christian teacher of note did this,

including Augustine, Luther and Calvin, all of whom left doctrines
to the Church which are considered, today, as normative for it.
The third observation relates to the interpretation which the
Fathers found satisfactory to themselves as scholarly men and devoted
Christians.

Allegorical interpretation in its several phases was

demanded by them, in part, to preserve the high regard they held
for Scripture as the Word of God, from the "unworthy" results which
they felt a literal interpretation would yield.

Augustine could not

become a Christian, we are told, until he had found the allegorical
interpretation for the Old Testament.
The "multiple meanings” developed in the medieval period and
utilized throughout the scholastic era was an attempt to systematize

. L. Neve, A History of Christian Thought (Philadelphia:
The Muhleriburg Press7 191*6}» Vol. tl. p. <J9$.
"""

235
the "fecundity" of Scripture, i.e., its amazing depth and spiritual
richness.

The Catholic Church, by its official decrees in the

Council of Trent, assumed the responsibility for keeping Biblical
interpretation flexible and useful to the Church rather than let
it remain static and lifeless, by a sacerdotal office of authorita
tive interpretation inserted between the Word and the common man.
Luther particularly, and Calvin, in a somewhat lesser way, made the
revelation of Christ the interpretive norm.

Both demanded a

literal

and literary interpretation of Scripture, but added a further
category of exegesis which would relate the reader to Christ spirit
ually.
The Creeds, emphasizing doctrinal distinctions tended to
require an authorized interpretation of the Bible.
of both the Catholic and Protestant churches.

This was true

Differences based on

Biblical interpretation can only be kept clear by authoritative
interpretation.

It was not until the Fundamentalist controversy

that literal verbal inspiration in the sense that God was held
responsible for each arid every word and tense formation in the
entire Bible, was made the basis for a proper interpretation.

Lit

eral, in this sense, was an exaggerated reverence for the minutest
grammatical and verbal occurrence.

It is significant that Barth,

the Father of Neo-Orthodoxy, should be willing to admit A. Schlatter’s
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charge against him that he held to the theory of verbal inspiration.^
The relationship of interpretation methods to theories of
inspiration form a more or less definite pattern.

A very Mhighn

theory of inspiration finds the grammatical approach to interpreta
tion apart from the historical, the most suitable.

The pre-Christian

Palestinian Jews who regarded the very "radicals" of the Law manu
scripts as sacred, formulated rules for allegorical interpretation
from the words and tenses of the text.

The Talmud, constructed from

these rules stood between the Law and the people.
the Alexandrian allegorical method also.

This was true of

The Antiochian school,

which first proposed ■toe historical method of exegesis as a system,
held a "lower" view of inspiration, i.e., it had more regard for
the human element in toe Bible.

The teachings of this school were

discredited as being less "spiritual."

The Tridsntine decree fixed

the individual words of the Vulgate as the sacred text, and rejected
historical interpretation, in the sense of any environmental condi
tioning of the composition of the Bible.
criticism wa3 forbidden.

Any kind of Biblical

It was necessary to substitute a perpe

tually fluid Tradition in the place of a genuine historical sense
to keep the Bible related to human life.
The Reformation came close to maintaining a balance between

*Barth, Epistle to toe Romans, preface to the second edition,
1921, p. 18.

the grammatical and historical by holding to a Book as both divine
and human which had to be interpreted in harmony with that fact*
Liberalism turned "historical" to "historicism" and denied the
divine origin of the words entirely.

Fundamentalism, by way of

reaction, overemphasized the divine at the expense of the historical
conditioning of the words, though it always held a serious view of
history.

It is here that Barth's willingness to be called a verbal

inspirationiat becomes significant, though his view is carried to
a greater extreme than any phase of traditional orthodoxy.
tion does not mean to him, that the Bible is revelation.

Inspira
He seems

to mean that the words of the text are to be studied as human
literature for the purpose of catching a meaning that no past or
present cultural conditioning could modify.

We read the Bible for

shat it means to us, now, without any concern for what was meant by
the human authors in a past day.

The Bible, then, is an occasion,

only, not a source of the Word of God.) There is no room here for
historical interpretation.

Actually, there is no room for ary true

interpretation beyond the personal response of the reader, relative
to his own condition.
A survey of the positions that the Church has held regarding
a doctrine of Scripture all subsumed under similar verbal descrip
tions, suggest the need for care in our use of the terms.

Historians

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have described the views
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of those as far back as Origen in the terras that Tie use today*

Care

must be exercised that all the modern connotations are not read back
into the words of those Christian thinkers whom we have quoted and
analysed*

Statements like that of Farrar, regarding Qrlgen and Clement

that "both regarded the Bible as the verbally inspired Word of God,"
are personal and modern interpretations and must be understood as
such in the effort to reconstruct the early opinions.

To use the

same terms as the ancients to describe our views of Scripture does
not mean that our connotations should be imposed backward upon the
early expressions, and by that device permit us to say that our views
coincide with theirs*

To do so is to distort the facts of history*

The lack of uniformity in regard to the meanings that various
theories of inspiration have had for other ages as evidenced by
their methods of interpretations, suggested a study of the problems
of interpretation, qua interpretation*
of the interpreter, lie

Beyond the well known tasks

the less recognized but equally important

ones relating to the nature of words, qua words.

Since words are

symbols, the writer or speaker must be certain that his reader or
hearer thinks of the same object or idea which he had in mind as
the thing for which tho symbol stood.

Further, words are not only

symbols, but they are also abstractions, able only to point to a
limited number of the features of an object*

In this m y , they

localize the mind’s attention to a desired point, but they also run
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the danger of suggesting to the recipient (hearer or reader), that
the object is entirely described by the abstracted characteristic•
The whole is falsely equated with a part.

Words also carry a

richness of meaning beyond their definitions by way of implication,
and deep understanding is measured by the ability of a human mind to
capture these overtones of signification.
an intellectual process.

Interpretation, then, is

A mind stands between symbols and meaning.

The Bible, as literature, must yield its message to the reader in
the same way that any literature gives up its treasures.
But the Bible is not only literature, it is a religious book,
a revelation from God to man.
"special revelation."

Its relevance is in its role as

The problem of interpretation is to transcend

the human aspect of the book and to grasp the religious, or spiritual,
message which is its unique possession.
and human as Christ is God-man.

The Bible is both divine

Each one in its own way partakes of

the divine, yet is available to the empirical world.

It is necessary

to understand and to appreciate the Bible in its divine and in its
human aspects and to inform interpretation by this attitude and com
prehension.

Jesus gives us the most authoritative clue to spiritual

interpretation.

Be interpreted the (Ed Testament spiritually, in

obvious distinction from the rabbi’s method, not as though it were
an optional choice but as the only valid one.

The whole (Ed Testa

ment was his text} it all spoke of him and his ministry.

He dared
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to draw all the strands together out of it and draw them to himself,
and make himself the spiritual fulfillment —

the real fulfillment.

Jesus made the difference between spiritual and unspiritual interpre
tation very plain and pointed when he said, "You search the scriptures,
because you think that in them you have eternal lifej and it is they
that bear witness of mej yet you refuse to come to me that you might
have life" (John 5*39-1*0, R.S.V).
tion finally centers in Christ.
revelation*

In this we see that all inspira
He is the goal of inspiration and

It is worth noting, also, that toe use of the Septuagint

in the mouth of our Lord, confirms us in our conclusion that inspira
tion is not to be confined to the autographs only, nor does it end
in words, but it is assured to all of us in toe form of the Bible that
we possess.
Now, if toe lines of demarcation, historically and semantically,
have been drawn correctly, the answer to the initial question

of toe

study as to the divine and human elements in Scripture and how these
relate to interpretation may be indicated.

Perhaps toe most obvious

conclusion is that as the two natures of Christ are difficult to
distinguish in his person, so also is the distinction difficult to
make in relation to toe Bible.

It is necessary to know the meanings

of the terms wc use but when toe purpose of clarity has been served,
we are still confronted by the nystery of God's ways, and are, in
fact, more humbly aware of the mystery.
an inspiration from God.

The Bible is the result of

We are speechless before this awareness.
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Scarcely anything more can be said.
a supernatural origin.

In this respect the Bible is of

It is not of the human.

God acted, not to

explain to men secrets of the universe which they could discover for
themselves, not simply to gratify a curiosity about Himself, not even
to provide a system of laws to be obeyed, but primarily to make a
Saviour available to sinful men.

Everything meaningful to that end

is included in revelation.
We conclude that merely knowing about Christ would not have
been enough, else the Old Testament would have been enough, or at
least the (Ed Testament and the Gospels.

But the historical Christ,

living, teaching, dying and rising from the dead, as essential as
all this is to the total revelation of the Saviour, was not enough.
All of this without the interpretive ministry of the Holy Spirit, by
which the living Person and Lordship of Christ is revealed, is not
•the finished revelation.

If the living Person of Christ is the full

ness and goal of revelation, the initial inspiration is not completed
until individual men make this acquaintanceship.
in history.

The Holy Spirit acted

He interpreted the spiritual significance of history to

"holy" men, who later wrote what they knew.

Christ, the fullness of

revelation entered history and the same acting Holy Spirit led the
disciples into truth about Christ, and continues to interpret the
spiritual significance of sacred history and the person of Christ.
At no point in all that we know about revelation can any aspect of
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it be separate from or independent of the ministry of the Holy
Spirit.

If the fullness of God’s revelation be Christ, there can

be no further revelation, for he includes all revelation.

We must

look back, in chronological time to his physical existence, but
this is not an enervating reactionary view, for in the spiritual
dimension He is always living and always Lord, and, to borrow the
modern expression, He is our contemporary.
the Bible is from God.

It is divine.

In all of these respects

It is, of the supernatural.

But it is not possible, nor desirable to isolate these divine
aspects from the human and natural realms, except in definition, any
more than the God-man could be metaphysically dissected.

God could

only make knowledge available to men as the content of his disclosure
cams under the terms of human existence.

It is curiously interesting

to note the utter reliance of God upon man’s capacities and conscious
ness.

On the two occasions when deity wrote on physical objects the

result was speedily destroyed.

The tables of stone were dropped

and broken on Mt. Sinai and Jesus’ words, written in the dust, were
trampled under feet.

God used men because he was giving "special"

revelation and not anymore simply general revelation, for which
nature was adequate.

The Scriptures were not dropped from heaven

written on golden plates (which would then have been natural, by
the way), nor were they produced "in a vacuum" but came out of the
stuff of human living.

The Bible is the history of real people in
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in the life and death struggle which was the Sits lm Leben of a
past day*

It is historical in the richest sense*

The Bible is

not written in a supernatural language, or even in a stilted,
formal, precise language, but in the most human, usually rather
rough, sometimes grammatically imperfect language, rich in idiom
and seldom, if ever philosophically abstract or rigidly logical.
The Scriptures partake of the human and natural limitations
also in the sense that they represent a progressive revelation
which was accommodated to the capacity of men to receive it.

If

a mechanically perfect record had been the goal, better ways than
through imperfect men would most surely have been used.

No theory

of mechanical dictation, by whatever name it may be called, can
stand the test of either practical or philosophical examination.
There is no evidence whatever that the Greek mystical theory of a
depression of human consciousness is the Christian or Hebrew one.
It is rather an unworthy notion.

God has always used the highest

capacity of men in the event of revelation.

God used man because

He had made them capable of grasping spiritual truth.
—

the impulse, and revelation —

was a spiritual experience.

Inspiration

the content of God's disclosure,

It had to be reduced to human speech

and then reduced again to a written language.
It is of special interest to note that Scripture came by way
of "holy" men.

Contact with God is an ennobling experience, taxing
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human consciousness to its extremost limits and lifting man to his
highest moral stature.
God acting sovereignly in history through a race, electing,
excluding until the One Man —

Christ, had come and lived and died

in the ineredicable, empirical fact.
for the benefit of all men.
little.

A record of that must be kept

But the record, of itself meant very

Holy men, under the tutelage of the Holy Spirit, caught the

significance of these events and taught and preached what they know.
The combination of these two aspects of revelation were still not
enough, for in spite of them, all but Anna and Simeon were completely
unprepared for the kind of Massiah that came and their awareness
was Spirit given.

Ho one expected a Saviour from sin instead of a

saviour from Roman bondage.

In spite of Jesus’ life and teaching

when he died, his disciples, utterly disillusioned, said, "We had
hoped that he was the on© to redeem Israel" (Luke 2U*21).
were still materialists.

They

If a perfect record could have been effec

tive as revelation, surely the Old Testament and Jesus’ own teaching
would have produced a radiant church.

But it took something more,

and the "something more" is the thing that saves the human record
from being merely human.

It is our opinion that the humanness of

the record with any of the limitations typical of humanness with
which it may be endowed, is for the express purpose of preventing
men from giving undue reverence to the medium of revelation and
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aborting the ultimate purpose which is to bring men in touch with
Christ himself.

No iota of authority is lost through its humanness.

All of this must be reflected in interpretation.

If inspira

tion occurred in the spiritual realm, where meaning and significance
are grasped, interpretation that does not take this spiritual dimen sion into account fails dismally to even approximate the message of
the Bible.

Allegorical interpretation was essentially spiritual.

The Sentences were attempts at finding the spiritual content of Scrip
ture.

Luther and Calvin were spiritual interpreters.

The Confessional

period divorced spiritual exegesis from theology and lost the life
from Scripture and religion.
from experience.

It talked about Christ but lost him

More currently, nyth is the device used, beyond the

strictly proper use of that term, to make the Bible live today.

It

is a modern world groping for the Life that was lost in the period
of Protestant rationalism.
Spiritual reality must be recovered in our interpretive methods.
This does not mean that there is any excuse for returning to the
abuses of any system of hermeneutics.

The laws of rational thought

and language require that we respect every demand of rational usage
as well as every understanding of the not-so-rational, such as the
idiom and the figure of speech and the grasping of implications and
the indescribable inflections of speech and thought, but when this
has been accomplished the task is still not done.

There is the
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spiritual significance yet to be found and this is the ultimate
significance fop it brings us into living contact with Christ who is
toe goal of revelation.

This is not venturing into the unreal world,

unless Christ be merely an idea, but is toe most real, yet does not
deny full value to the physical world in which we live.

It is here

that men find unity in Christ, and fellowship beyond the personal
differences that will always divide us while we are in the flesh, and
which are only to be deplored as they break fellowship in Christ.
If rules for this spiritual Interpretation should be required, none
could be given.

It is precisely in the place where rules are constructed

that distortion occurs.

The law of the spiritual is the law of life.

It cannot be reduced to mechanics.

It is a life lived with an aware

ness toward Christ, demanding but one thing —

a personal submission

to toe leading of toe Spirit and the Lordship of Christ.
If it be said that this is too personal, too subjective, one
must answer that it is the same Christ that has always been found by
everyone and in all times, everywhere.

It cannot be another, because

the objective record witnesses to Him alone.
free to find a new path to Him.

The individual is not

The remarkable unanimity of under

standing regarding this contact with Christ throughout two thousand
years of history is testimony to the dependability of the spiritual
objectivity of the Spirit of God and toe Living Lord.

Augustine's

Lord is the Lord we know and his adoration is as modern as that of

the twentieth century Christian.

If it be thought that this quality

of interpretation is too intangible, let it be said that for the
lack of it, the Bible as a book of religion, which it must surely
be first of all, is taken from men most decisively.

Authoritative

interpretation, whether it be Catholic or Protestant, fixes a great
gulf between the Word and the men to whom it would speak, and whether
it is recognized or not, those who administer the authority become
priests standing between God and men.

Only by means of this quality

of understanding, ministered by the Holy Spirit, can the Bible ever
speak to men and to this age.
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